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7.  AESTHETICS AND VISUAL RESOURCES

This EIR chapter describes the potential significant beneficial and adverse impacts of the 
proposed Precise Plan "Moderate Intensity" and "Maximum Intensity" buildout scenarios on the 
existing Precise Plan area visual environment, and associated mitigation needs.  The scope of 
the analysis is focussed on addressing the specific aesthetic questions identified by the CEQA
Guidelines--i.e., would the project (i.e., the Precise Plan policies and development regulations 
and the associated Plan-facilitated development scenarios) have substantial adverse effects on 
scenic vistas, substantially damage identified scenic resources, substantially degrade the 
existing visual character or quality of the Precise Plan area or its surroundings, or create any 
new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect day or nighttime views of 
the area.1

7.1  SETTING

7.1.1  Visual Character of Precise Plan Area and Vicinity

(a) General.  The proposed Downtown Precise Plan boundary is located with the Redwood 
City core area between U.S. 101 and El Camino Real.  The designated Precise Plan area 
represents the City's most urban district. The existing visual environment of the Redwood City 
Downtown is composed of a mix of old and new commercial retail, office, institutional, civic and 
residential development surrounded by less intensive commercial, office, R&D, light industrial, 
and residential neighborhoods.  No coherent pattern of land use, building form, architecture, 
streetscape or signage treatments has been established.

The Precise Plan area includes the heaviest concentration of building coverage in the city.  The 
existing building footprint pattern in the Downtown is illustrated on Figure 7.1 (page 7-11).  
Figure 7.1 shows the existing concentration of highly urbanized contiguous development in the 
area. As illustrated by Figure 7.1, the most intensive development concentrations, with little or 
no front and side yard building setbacks, occur along the south side of Broadway Street 
between the railroad tracks and Walnut Street, and along Main Street between Broadway and 
Middlefield Road, creating a distinctive "street wall" effect along each of these roadway 
segments. The existing building footprint pattern elsewhere within the Precise Plan area is less 
consistent and defined, presenting less concentrated and defined streetscapes, including 
numerous surface parking lots and large variations in building coverage and setback along 
street frontages.

Existing public open space features in the Precise Plan area are limited and disconnected, and 
include sidewalk and streetscape improvements along Broadway, Main Street, the Sequoia 
Station area, the Public Library plaza, and the Post Office plaza, and an existing pedestrian 
pathway through the County Government Center complex. 

                                               
     1CEQA Guidelines, Appendix G, item I (a through d).
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Numerous less-intensively developed, "underutilized" properties, have been identified in the 
draft Precise Plan as opportunity areas with high potential for redevelopment.

(b) Existing Building Heights.  The existing pattern of building heights in and surrounding the 
Precise Plan area is simulated on Figure 7.4 (page 7-14).  As shown, most buildings in the area 
are under three stories in height, with the following exceptions scattered throughout the Precise 
Plan area:

 five-, eight- and ten-story buildings along Winslow Street and surrounding blocks 
(County Government Center);

 the Historic Courthouse and Fox Theater buildings in the center of the Precise Plan 
area, which are approximately 50 feet (four stories) high, with the courthouse dome 
rising to 118 feet (nine stories);

 four-story buildings along Main Street south of Broadway;

 four- and five-story buildings along Walnut Street at the northeast corner of the plan area 
(medical office buildings and adjacent parking garage); and

 four-story buildings along Main Street south of Broadway.

As a consequence of the irregular building footprint and building height pattern in the Precise 
Plan area, the City's Downtown district is visually characterized by an irregular physical form 
that is not highly distinguishable from development patterns west of the Downtown (the 
northwest  side of Brewster Avenue), east of the Downtown (east of Maple Street) or south of 
the Downtown (south of El Camino).

(c) Project Area Visual Gateways and Corridors.  The Redwood City Downtown currently 
lacks highly distinguishable entrance points or "gateways."  Direct vehicular access from U.S. 
101 and local points is provided by Veterans Boulevard and associated intersections with 
Middlefield Road, Jefferson Avenue, Main Street and Walnut Street, and by El Camino Real and 
associated intersections with Brewster Avenue, Broadway, Jefferson Avenue and Maple Street.  
On the downtown periphery, the entrance points to these streets and the streets themselves are 
for the most part nondescript, with inconsistent frontages, building setbacks, building heights, 
architectural styles, and landscaping treatments.

Broadway is the central spine of the Precise Plan area, and is the street most identified with the 
current image of Downtown Redwood City.  Broadway includes a concentration of the city's 
existing primary activity destinations, including Courthouse Square, the perceived "center" of the 
Downtown, as well as the Fox Theater, On Broadway Theater and Shops, and numerous retail 
and eating, and service establishments.  Broadway also contains the City's greatest 
concentration of historic buildings.

(d) Edges.  The Precise Plan area is bordered on its four sides by existing residential
neighborhoods, including the Mezeville (also referred to as Centennial) neighborhood on the 
northwest, Strambaugh-Heller neighborhood to the southeast, and Roosevelt neighborhood to 
the southwest.  One-, two- and three-story homes line the Brewster Avenue and Maple Street 
edges of the Precise Plan area, and are also located immediately southwest of El Camino 
Avenue behind the commercial development that lines the southwest side of El Camino.
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7.2  PERTINENT PLANS AND POLICIES

Adopted City of Redwood City plans, policies and guidelines currently addressing aesthetics
and the visual character of the Precise Plan area include provisions of the Redwood City 
Strategic General Plan, the Redwood City Zoning Ordinance, and the Redwood City Planning 
Division Urban Design Guidelines.  These provisions are identified below for consideration in 
evaluating the potential aesthetic and visual resources impacts of the proposed Precise Plan.

7.2.1  Relevant Strategic General Plan Policies

The Redwood City Strategic General Plan contains few policies related specifically to aesthetics 
and visual quality, though a number are related indirectly.  These are contained in the Land 
Use, Open Space, and Conservation Elements, and are listed below.

 Residential neighborhoods should be protected from the encroachment of incompatible 
activities or land uses which may have a negative impact on the residential living 
environment.  (Land Use Policy L-1, page 6-5)

 Higher residential densities should be promoted at locations near or within commercial 
and financial centers, employment centers, and transportation terminals.  (Land Use 
Policy L-3, page 6-5)

 The City should promote the revitalization, upgrading, and beautification of the 
Downtown, other shopping centers, and existing strip commercial areas.  (Land Use 
Policy L-6, page 6-5)

 The City should preserve and enhance small parcels of open space in developed areas, 
wherever practical, especially in those neighborhoods with the greatest park deficiency.  
(Open Space Policy O-7, page 9-4)

 Preserve historically and architecturally significant structures and archaeological sites, in 
order to promote a greater sense of historic awareness and community identity and 
enhance the quality of urban living.  (Conservation Objective 3, page 10-4)

 The visual qualities of the community should be preserved and improved.  (Conservation 
Policy C-7, page 10-4)

 The City should promote the conservation and revitalization of the Downtown as a major 
focal point for the identity of Redwood City.  (Conservation Policy, C-8, page 10-4)

7.2.2  Other Pertinent City-Adopted Policies

In addition to the pertinent adopted General Plan policies listed above, the Redwood City City 
Council adopted the following more recent relevant policy on September 10, 2001:

 It is the policy of the City of Redwood City that in the design of public and private 
projects, high priority be given to creating comfortable, enjoyable, and aesthetically 
pleasing public spaces.



Redwood City Downtown Precise Plan Draft EIR
City of Redwood City 7.  Aesthetics and Visual Resources
November 7, 2006 Page 7-4

C:\DOCUME~1\msheena2\LOCALS~1\Temp\BCL Technologies\easyPDF 4\@BCL@240AF172\@BCL@240AF172.doc

7.2.3  Relevant Zoning Ordinance Provisions

(a) General Zoning Controls--Building Height.  The Redwood City Zoning Ordinance divides 
the City, including the Downtown, into a number of Zoning districts, and identifies development 
regulations for each district pertaining to such key visual factors as land use, building coverage, 
building height, and building setbacks.  The current zoning district designations for the Precise 
Plan area are illustrated on Figure 5.3 in chapter 5 of this EIR (Land Use and Planning).  The 
designations consist of a mix of central area business, retail, administrative, commercial and 
residential (medium to high density) classifications and associated building form limitations 
which are highly varied and do not appear to foster a discernible downtown physical form.

Three levels of maximum building height are permitted by existing zoning designations in the 
Precise Plan area, as illustrated by Figure 7.2 (page 7-12) herein:

 zoning districts permitting maximum building heights of 2 or 3 stores (35 feet), which 
include the PF and CN districts shown on Figure 5.3;

 zoning districts permitting maximum building heights up to 7 stories (75 feet), which 
include the CA, CG and CG-R districts on Figure 5.3; and

 zoning district permitting maximum building heights of up to 9 stories (100 feet), which 
include the CB and CBR districts on Figures 5.3.

These height provisions are highly varied and, at some locations, permit a large difference in 
height between Downtown edges and adjacent residential areas.  For example, the R-4 (multi-
family residential) zones shown on Figure 7.3 permit maximum building heights of 4-stores and 
45 feet, versus maximum permitted heights of 7 to nine stories and 75 to 100 feet in adjacent 
CA, CB, CG and CBR zones.

(b) Article 45--Architectural Permits (Section 45.8--Architectural Standards).  The City's 
zoning ordinance also establishes a design review and associated Architectural Permit approval 
process.  In approving, conditionally approving, or denying any application for an Architectural 
Permit, the Zoning Ordinance stipulates that the City's Zoning Administrator shall base actions
upon the following factors:

 A.  The existence of sufficient variety in the design of the structure and grounds to avoid 
monotony in the external appearance;

 B. The size and design of the structure shall be considered for the purpose of 
determining that the structure is in proportion to its building site and that it has a balance 
and unity among its external features so as to present a harmonious appearance;

 C. The extent to which the structure conforms to the general character of other 
structures in the vicinity insofar as the character can be ascertained and is found to be 
architecturally desirable;

 D. The extent to which excessive ornamentation is to be used and the extent to which 
temporary and second-hand materials, or materials which are imitative of other 
materials, are to be used;
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 E. The extent to which natural features, including trees, shrubs, creeks, and rocks, and 
the natural grade of the site are to be retained;

 G. The reservation of landscaping areas for the purposes of separating or screening 
service and storage areas from the street and adjoining building sites, breaking up large 
expanses of paved areas, separating or screening parking lots from the street and 
adjoining buildings sites, and separating building areas from paved areas to provide 
access from buildings to open space areas;

 H. In the case of any commercial or industrial structure, the Zoning Administrator shall 
consider its proximity to any [residential] R District and shall consider the effect of the 
proposed structure upon the character and value of the adjacent R District area.

(c) Planned Community District/Precise Plan.  In December 2002, the Redwood City City 
Council amended the Zoning Ordinance to add the Planned Community District (P District)
designation, which "is designed to provide for those uses, or combination of uses, appropriately 
requiring flexibility under controlled conditions not otherwise attainable under other districts."  A 
Precise Plan must be adopted simultaneously with a P District.

7.2.4  Redwood City Planning Division Urban Design Guidelines

In addition to the zoning controls described above, a set of Redwood City Planning Division 
Urban Design Guidelines have been drafted by the City for consideration in the City's design 
review process.  The Guidelines do not represent adopted City policy, but rather have been 
formulated as "guidelines," primarily for application in the Downtown, addressing a number of 
specific visual factors, including sunlight, building massing, building setbacks, and landscape 
requirements.  Specific Guidelines applicable when considering individual development 
proposals are listed below:

 Projects shall be designed to enhance the particular characteristics of their environment 
and specific aspects of the visual quality of the community...

 Natural sunlight provisions shall be encouraged for all projects, particularly in the case of 
residential developments and public and private outdoor areas.  Buildings shall be 
stepped back where bulk and building mass issues arise.

 Building facades shall be stepped back from the street ... in order to avoid a “slab-like” 
appearance which generates strong wind conditions.

 Excessive density and bulk shall be disallowed for new developments...

 Bulk reduction in the form of additional setbacks at the upper floors of buildings should 
be integrated in the building design at stages appropriate to the overall mass of the 
building.

- For structures over 30 and under 60 feet in height, a one-foot setback is 
recommended for every two feet in height above the third story or 30 feet, 
whichever is highest.
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- For structures over 60 feet in height, a one-foot setback is recommended for 
every foot above the sixth story, or 60 feet, whichever is highest.

 The bases of all buildings fronting on streets shall relate to the pedestrian scale by 
incorporating various amenities such as well-defined entrance areas, outdoor 
courtyards, public/private seating, and appropriate lighting conditions.  The use of 
arcades, trellises, colonnades, landscaped pathways, judiciously located porches or 
porticos, and aesthetically designed entrance ways are also recommended for 
enhancing the streetscape.

 Parking facilities shall be less prominent than the principal structures which they serve, 
unless they are of exemplary architectural design quality.

 A sense of visual continuity with the adjacent structures, local streetscape, and general 
area shall be maintained.

 New developments ... shall be designed to relate to the general proportion, scale, and 
bulk of the surrounding area.

 The general environmental characteristics of the site shall be respected, including 
orientation, views, drainage, and other site-specific conditions which determine the 
selection of plant materials as well as the appropriate location of appurtenances 
(including open space areas, windows and door placements, and drainage lines).

7.3  IMPACTS AND MITIGATIONS

7.3.1  Significance Criteria

Based on Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines,1 the Downtown Precise Plan would be 
considered in this EIR to have a significant aesthetic or visual resources impact if its 
implementation would:

(a) have a substantial, adverse effect on a scenic vista;

(b) substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock 
outcroppings, and historic buildings within a state scenic highway;

(c) substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality of the site and its 
surroundings; or

(d) create a new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect day or 
nighttime views in the area.  "Glare" is defined in this EIR as the refection of harsh bright 
light sufficient to cause physical discomfort or loss in visual performance and visibility.

                                               
     1CEQA Guidelines, Appendix G, Item I (a-d).
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7.3.2  Proposed Precise Plan Aesthetic and Visual Resource Provisions

(a) Plan-Stated Vision and Guiding Principles.  The stated intent or "vision" of the draft 
Downtown Precise Plan includes improved management of Downtown aesthetics and visual 
resources in order to transform the Downtown into "an exciting regional town center" and 
"distinctive human-scaled walkable district with the choices and sophistication of a larger center 
and the history, charm and liability of a medium-sized city."1  The stated specific intent of the 
draft Precise Plan is to establish detailed standards and guidelines for the Downtown "that 
currently do not exist in the City," including standards to achieve "quality design of the reuse 
and restoration of precious historic buildings and spaces as well as the careful design and 
construction of new buildings."2  Key aesthetic visual "principals" and "revitalization strategies" 
described in the draft Precise Plan include making pedestrians a priority; enhancing "the 
identity, visibility, and convenience of the Downtown"; and enhancing "the four primary 
entrances to the Downtown with signage, gateway treatments and landmarks:  Broadway at El 
Camino Real, Broadway at Woodside Road, Jefferson Avenue at Veterans Boulevard, and 
Jefferson Avenue at El Camino Real."3

(b) Intended Physical Structure.  Under its discussion of the intended physical structure of the 
Downtown, the draft Precise Plan states that "whereas most of the suburban downtowns along 
the Peninsula are characterized by fairly even distribution of one, two and three story buildings, 
Redwood City's is envisioned as possessing the more dramatic silhouette of a medium-sized 
city center." 4  The intent is to visually distinguish the Downtown from the suburban character of 
much of the City by creating a "distinctly urban" character--i.e., "a more compact development 
pattern" with "taller buildings set closer to each other and to the sidewalks, a greater mixture of 
uses and activities, much more pedestrian activity, and a preponderance of the built 
environment over the natural (or naturalized) environment, when compared to most portions of 
the City."  The draft Precise Plan also states that "Although all of Downtown will be noticeably 
more urban [under the Plan] than the rest of the City, it is not intended to be uniformly urban," 
but rather "As one proceeds from the edge of Downtown toward Broadway, downtown will 
become increasingly compact, mixed use and dense."5

(c) Proposed Development Regulation.  The draft Precise Plan contains an extensive set of 
proposed new development regulations that are intended to "replace land use and development 
regulations previously contained within the Redwood City Zoning Ordinance for this portion of
the City."6  The draft Plan states that the regulations and actions it contains are aimed at 
"creating three identifiable areas:  The Downtown Core, the Greater Downtown, and the El 
Camino Real Corridor."

                                               
     1Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 11.

     2Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 11.

     3Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 13.

     4Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 14.

     5Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 14.

     6Draft Downtown Precise Plan, September 2006; page 9.
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Two types of development regulations are proposed in the draft Plan to create these area
distinctions:  "Standards" and "Guidelines."  "Standards" are included to address such essential 
development aspects as permitted land uses, building height, and setbacks.  Future 
development conformance with the Precise Plan "Standards" would be mandatory.  "Guidelines"
are included to provide more discretionary guidance regarding district character and design 
approaches, intended to reinforce the desired character of the three Downtown areas.  Future 
development conformance with the Plan-proposed "Guidelines" would be "preferred" rather than 
mandatory.

The Plan-proposed development regulations (Standards and Guidelines) are organized in five 
sections:

 Site Development Standards, including land use regulations organized by use zone, 
height regulations organized by height zone, and frontage and building placement
regulations organized by corridor type  (Downtown Core Street, El Camino Real, 
Veterans Boulevard, City Street, Neighborhood Street, Redwood Creek);

 Street, Landscaping, and Public Space Standards and Guidelines, including minimum 
requirements for provision of new streets, publicly accessible spaces and pedestrian 
amenities;

 Parking Standards and Guidelines, with emphasis on the creation and protection of "an 
enhanced pedestrian environment";

 Architectural Standards and Guidelines, organized by corridor type (Downtown Core 
Street, El Camino Real, Veterans Boulevard, City Street, Neighborhood Street, 
Redwood Creek); and

 Signage Standards and Guidelines, also organized by the same corridor types.

(d) Existing Building Height Provisions.  Building heights in the Precise Plan area are currently 
regulated by zoning district.  Current zoning designations and associated building height 
limitations for the Precise Plan area are listed below; the resulting pattern of current building 
height limitations for the Precise Plan area is mapped on Figure 7.2 (page 7-12).

Zone Permitted Maximum Heights

Approx. Portion of
Precise Plan Area
(See Figure 7.2)    

CB, CBR Up to 9 stories (100 feet) 55%

CA, CG, CG-R and R-5 Up to 7 stories (75 feet) 30%

PF and CN 2 to 3 stories (35 feet) 15%

(e) Proposed Building Height Provisions.  The new "Height Zones" and associated building 
height limitations proposed in the draft Precise Plan are listed below; the resulting pattern of 
revised building height limitations is mapped on Figure 7.3 (page 7-13).1

                                               
     1The Precise Plan indicates that building height shall be measured from the average finished grade at 
the front of the building wall to the top of cornice, parapet, or eave line of a peaked roof.
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Zone Permitted Maximum Heights

Approx. Portion of
Precise Plan Area
(See Figure 7.3)    

12 Story Height Zone Up to 12 stories (136 feet) 20%

10 Story Height Zone Up to 10 stories (114 feet) 10%

8 Story Height Zone Up to 8 stories (92 feet) 55%

5 Story Height Zone Up to 5 stories (59 feet) with 3 
stories/step-back requirement at 
streetwall

5%

4 Story Height Zone Up to 4 stories (48 feet) 10%

(f) Proposed Building Setback, "Step-Back," and "Relational Height" Provisions.  In addition 
to the revised building height regulations, new building setback, "step-back" and "relational 
height limit" requirements are proposed in the draft Precise Plan.  The Precise Plan proposes 
establishment of "towerwall step-backs" along selected street frontages for the purposes of 
creating a visually consistent "streetwall" effect and to define key downtown corridors and 
edges, while maintaining visually appropriate "relational height" step backs at the third, fourth or 
fifth story to avoid incongruous building height and scale relationships with existing significant
buildings and adjacent residential areas.

The proposed towerwall setback concept is illustrated on Figure 7.6 (page 7-16).  The proposed 
"relational height limit" concept is illustrated on Figure 7.7 (page 7-17).  The stated intent of the 
"towerwall step-back" and "relational height limit" provisions is to create "appropriate and 
consistent" "streetwall" heights along key Downtown corridors and edges.  The "relational height 
limit" provisions are proposed for application where new multi-story development is proposed 
adjacent to "existing significant buildings," such as the County Courthouse, or to existing single-
family homes.

Specifically, the draft Plan indicates that the "relational height limit" to significant buildings 
requirements is to be applied in the plan-designated 12 Story, 8 Story and 4 Story Height Zones 
(as illustrated on Figure 7.3) where new development is proposed on parcels that abut another 
parcel with a designated "significant building."  Approximately 35 Downtown parcels, including 
the County Courthouse, are indicated as "Significant Building" properties subject to these visual 
protection policies.  The draft Plan indicates that the "relational height limit" to single-family 
homes requirement is to be applied in the "4 Story Height" zone (i.e., along the south side of El 
Camion Real, as illustrated on Figure 7.3) where new development is proposed on any parcels 
that abut another parcel with an existing detached single-family home.

(g) Proposed Additional Design Controls by Corridor Type.  The Precise Plan also proposes 
various additional building frontage and placement controls applicable by designated "Corridor 
Types."  The proposed "Corridor Types" include:

 Downtown Core Streets (central core segments of Marshall, Broadway, Middlefield, 
Hamilton, Windslow, as well as two selected "core" segments of El Camino Real);

 El Camino Real (all of El Camino except for the two designated "Downtown Core" 
segments);



Redwood City Downtown Precise Plan Draft EIR
City of Redwood City 7.  Aesthetics and Visual Resources
November 7, 2006 Page 7-11

C:\DOCUME~1\msheena2\LOCALS~1\Temp\BCL Technologies\easyPDF 4\@BCL@240AF172\@BCL@240AF172.doc

 Veterans Boulevard;

 City Streets (including all other downtown streets); and

 Neighborhood Streets (including Maple Street between Marshall Street and Main Street, 
which separates the Downtown from existing single-family residential areas to the east, 
and short residential street segments within the small portion of the Precise Plan area 
southwest of El Camino Real).

For each "Corridor Type," the draft Precise Plan includes a set of building frontage and building 
placement regulations formulated to create the Plan-proposed character for that street, including 
design regulations and guidelines pertaining to:

 public frontage areas (sidewalk and sidewalk landscaped areas);

 private frontage areas (building facades, setback areas, primary entrance treatments, 
encroachments, etc.);

 designated key corner parcels (where visually important corridors intersect); and

 special edges and designated special façade articulation areas (shop-front frontages 
along Main Street and Broadway).

The plan includes numerous illustrated design treatment approaches for private frontages keyed 
to the various corridor types, pertaining to shopfronts, arcades, grand porticos, forecourts, grand
entries, flush single entries, stoops, porches, front doors, fenced edges (next to sidewalks), 
terraced edges (next to sidewalks), flush edges (next to sidewalks) and special corner 
treatments.

The plan also includes a number of illustrated design approaches, by corridor type, for front 
setbacks, side setbacks, rear setbacks, frontage building coverage, towerwall details, corner 
details, maximum building length, and space between buildings.

(h) Proposed Street and Public Space Design Standards and Guidelines.  The draft Precise 
Plan also includes a set of standards and guidelines for Downtown street and public space 
treatments, including:

 landscaping standards and guidelines (pertaining primarily to street tree placement and 
types) for existing Downtown "Core Street" and "City Street" treatments, and design 
standards for eight designated "new street" segments; and

 landscaping standard and guidelines for public spaces (pertaining to pavement 
treatments, trees, fences and walls, piers, furnishings, plant materials, and lighting).












