CITY OF SAN MATEO

CHAPTER 6. COMMUNITY CHARACTER
AND DESIGN GUIDELINES
It is anticipated that changes within the Plan area will occur incrementally,
possibly over many years. In order to ensure realization of the long term
vision for the area, which emphasizes the creation of a highly transitand pedestrian-oriented environment, the Plan includes a TransitOriented Development (TOD) zone. This zone specifies permitted uses,
minimum and maximum development densities and building heights; the
fundamental elements necessary to guide and understand the ultimate
uses and scale of a place.
The character and vitality of a place though is influenced by many other
considerations, including the collective experience of streets, buildings,
and open space areas. This chapter provides a hierarchical description
of the desired character of public streets and transit stations, important
development opportunity areas, and the placement and appearance of
buildings, which are described in the following sections:
•

Public Realm: which describes the design considerations and

desired character of streets and publicly owned land throughout
all of the Plan area
•

Core Areas: provides a qualitative discussion of the desired

character of new development at key areas in the Plan area
•

Design Guidelines: which include specific design guidance for

neighborhoods, site planning, and building design

The purpose of this chapter is guide future development of buildings
and public spaces, ensuring that the vision for the area is realized. The
following recommendations are intended to define a minimum level of
design quality, and should be used as a general reference for during the
preparation and review of development proposals within the Plan area.
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Public Realm
POLICY 6.1 AN OVERALL SENSE OF CONTINUITY AND IDENTITY SHOULD BE
ESTABLISHED THROUGHOUT THE CORRIDOR PLAN AREA BY
CREATING A WELL DESIGNED PUBLIC REALM.
POLICY 6.2 CHANGES MADE WITHIN THE CORRIDOR PLAN AREA SHOULD BE
SENSITIVE TO THE SURROUNDING ENVIRONMENT, RESPECTING
AND CONTRIBUTING TO THE CHARACTER OF ADJACENT
NEIGHBORHOODS AND THE REST OF THE CITY.

More than almost any other single element of city form, the scale, and
quality of streets and public facilities influences the character of a place.
Of key importance is they are owned, designed, maintained, and controlled
by the public. Therefore, their design should result in the creation of
efficient and attractive streets and public facilities that meet the needs of
pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorists. Furthermore, their design must be
cognizant of their potential affects on existing publicly owned facilities
and adjacent neighborhoods. As such, in addition to providing safe and
convenient access, they must include clear signs which will direct visitors
to train stations, parks and other key destinations.

POLICY 6.3 MINIMIZE CONSTRUCTION IMPACTS ON LOCAL BUSINESSES.

Review of all planning applications shall include an examination of
impacts on local businesses. Standard conditions of approval may be
supplemented with other measures to reduce impacts on local business
as well as give consideration of phasing and timing of projects to reduce
economic impacts.

Streetscape
POLICY 6.4 ESTABLISH AN AREA-WIDE STREETSCAPE MASTER PLAN.

The streets in the Plan area are shared by a variety of users including
pedestrians, bicycles, autos, and buses. The Plan calls for the creation of

6-2

City of San Mateo

PUBLIC REALM

an interconnected street system which will allow for convenient access
throughout the Plan area and into adjacent areas.
The appearance and character of these streets should be equally attractive
and designed considering their surroundings. An area wide Streetscape
Master Plan should be prepared including recommended street tree
planting patterns, bulb-out and crosswalk locations, street light placement,
and locations for street furniture including benches and trash receptacles.
These elements should not be limited to benefiting the Plan area only, and
efforts should be made to ensure appropriate transitions into adjacent
neighborhoods and districts. Primary streets including Delaware, Concar,
Saratoga, Franklin, 25th, 28th, and 31st Avenue should have a coordinated
collection of streetscape improvements. Improvements made on new
local streets would be provided by the developer. A master plan could be
used as a tool to coordinate these improvements.
The Streetscape Master Plan must also include specific streetscape design
recommendations made in the El Camino Real Master Plan, and those
included in this Plan.

Sidewalks
POLICY 6.5 ESTABLISH USE-SPECIFIC SIDEWALK DESIGN STANDARDS.

Each of the streets in the Plan area should be lined with tree shaded
sidewalks, allowing safe and convenient walking opportunities. Clearly
defined crosswalks and sidewalk extensions in the form of bulb-outs
should be installed throughout. The width of sidewalks should be
established to best meet the needs of those who will use them. In some
locations, sidewalks should be separated from the street and parallel
parking by narrow planted areas. In other situations, the landscape planters
Sidewalk design should consider the uses
that surround it.
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lane should be based upon the demand for parking spaces generated by
the allowable land uses.
The following provides some general design considerations1

for

three different pedestrian environments: transit stations, commercial/
mixed-use areas, and neighborhoods. However, in some instances, the
opportunity to implement these recommendations may be limited by
actual right-of-way width, or existing buildings. In these cases, the intent
of the recommendations should be considered when designing new
sidewalks or retrofitting old ones.
Transit Stations. Sidewalks should be the widest near transit stations

(12 to 16 feet wide), where the highest volumes of pedestrians are likely
to be. They should be designed to accommodate the movement of
people during peak commute hours, while allowing for rest and social
interaction.
Commercial/Mixed-use Areas. Medium width (10 to 14 feet) sidewalks

should be used in areas where there would be intermittently high volumes
of pedestrian activity, such as the San Mateo County Expo Center, and in
shopping, dining, and employment areas. Sidewalks in these areas should
be designed considering their mixed-use function, accommodating passers
by, window shoppers, outdoor dining or shopping, or even special events.
In areas where street front uses line the sidewalks, the sidewalks, street
trees in tree wells, or other streetscape elements should extend completely
to curb, but in places where they abut parking lots or event grounds, a
planter strip should be installed between the walk and street.

Neighborhood sidewalks should be a
minimum of 5 feet wide and detached from
the street with a narrow planter strip.

Neighborhoods. Modest sidewalk width (5 foot minimum) should

be used in neighborhoods. These sidewalks should all be wide enough
to accommodate comfortable daily use by relatively few people.
Neighborhood sidewalks should all be separated from the street by
continuous planter strips.

1

Metro, Portland, Oregon, Creating Livable Streets, June 2002
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CalTrain Stations
POLICY 6.6 WORK CLOSELY WITH THE JPB TO ENSURE THE DESIGN FOR THE
HILLSDALE AND HAYWARD PARK CALTRAIN STATIONS ARE NOT
ONLY EFFICIENT, BUT ALSO CONTRIBUTE TO THE CHARACTER OF
THE NEIGHBORHOODS THAT SURROUND THEM.

The TOD zone in this Plan is specially tailored to include transit supportive
land use patterns and development densities. It is equally important to
work closely with the JPB to ensure that the new design of the Hillsdale
and Hayward Park Caltrain stations in and of themselves contribute to
their success. Although different in function, both stations represent
significant public investment and will greatly influence the character and
identity of the neighborhoods that surround them. It is therefore critical
that their designs are attractive, inviting, functional, and respectful of their
context. Meeting projected parking demand is an important challenge to
be addressed at both stations. This Plan highly encourages the use of
the most innovative approaches to solving this, possibly including shared
parking in multiple locations.

Hillsdale Station
POLICY 6.7 ENCOURAGE THE MAXIMUM POTENTIAL OF HILLSDALE STATION
AS A MAJOR TRANSIT HUB THAT EFFICIENTLY ACCOMMODATES

CALTRAIN, SAMTRANS BUSES, SHUTTLES, BICYCLES,
PEDESTRIANS, TAXIS, AUTOMOBILE DROP-OFF AND PICK-UP, AND
PARK AND RIDE.
POLICY 6.8 ENCOURAGE THE DESIGN OF A STATION THAT RESPECTS ITS
REGIONAL CONTEXT AND HAS STRONG CIVIC IDENTITY.

Hillsdale Station is the most important regional transportation
improvement for the Plan area, as this station serves as an express stop for
the Caltrain Baby Bullet and is accessible by numerous modes of transit
including buses, shuttles, bicycles, pedestrians, taxis, automobile drop-off
and pickup and park and ride. Some of the key challenges associated with
the design of this station include:

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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•

Platforms and tracks will be located well above grade

•

Station will be located mid-block, within a larger block

•

Station must be accessible by many modes of transportation

•

Parking space must be provided for 1,360 cars

•

Station must be integrated with adjacent land uses and streets

Some of these “challenges” will come as a result of the physical
characteristics of the proposed track and platform design, others from
existing site characteristics, some from the goals of this Plan and others
from design parameters set by the JPB. When reviewed collectively, it is
apparent that a comprehensive approach to the design of this station is

Transit plazas should be located on both
sides of the station to denote arrival and to
contribute to the pedestrian experience.

essential. From a functional perspective, safe and efficient access routes
for each of the many modes of transportation (including pedestrians)
going to the station will need to be provided and carefully integrated into
the existing street system.
From the perspective of community character, a strong civic identity
for the station itself is important. It should provide access considering
its mid-block location, and must establish from various vantage points
considering that it may not from either Delaware Street or El Camino Real.
As the station will be bounded by buildings, it is particularly important
that access points for all modes of transportation be defined and that
circulation routes be direct, ideally offering vistas to the station.
Small transit plazas should be established on both sides of the station in
order to help define arrival, and entrances to the station well defined and
inviting, and establish a strong sense of place. Uniform improvements
such as signage, paving treatments benches and streetlights should be
provided to help define arrival and guide visitors through the area.
In order to accommodate the 1,360 required parking spaces for park and
ride commuters (as requested by the JPB), several small, rather than one
large parking structure should be constructed. Parking structures should
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be viewed as one of many buildings surrounding the station rather than
strictly utilitarian structures flanking the station. These buildings should
be screened from view from public streets and located as close to the
station as practical. They could be located in areas screened from view
by other buildings or if feasible, integrated into the superstructure used
to elevate the tracks and platform area. Ground floor retail uses are
encouraged in locations where the parking structures would front onto a
public street or plaza.
The design of parking structures should receive special attention to ensure
their harmonious blending with adjacent buildings and public gathering
areas. This attention should include special façade detailing, vertical
corner elements (such as detailed elevator towers) and when appropriate
may include structurally integrated ground floor shop or restaurant space.
Pedestrian and automobile access points must also be clearly marked and
be easily discernible and accessible.

Hayward Park Station
POLICY 6.9 CAPITALIZE ON THE POTENTIAL OF HAYWARD PARK STATION AS A
LOCAL TRANSIT HUB THAT EFFICIENTLY ACCOMMODATES CALTRAIN,
SAMTRANS BUSES, SHUTTLES, BICYCLES, PEDESTRIANS, TAXIS,
AUTOMOBILE DROP-OFF AND PICK-UP, AND PARK AND RIDE.
POLICY 6.10 ENCOURAGE THE DESIGN OF A STATION THAT RESPECTS ITS
NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT AND HAS A STRONG CIVIC PRESENCE.

Buildings should frame streets, creating an
inviting public realm and defining clear views
to the stations.

Hayward Park Station will serve an important role as a neighborhood
transit center. However, as it is not an express stop, its role will not
serve the same regional needs as the Hillsdale Station. As such its design
must be influenced more by the neighborhoods that surround it. The
station area must be designed to accommodate several modes of transit,
particularly pedestrians, bicycles and buses, yet there will be a need to
accommodate automobile drop-off and pickup and park and ride
commuters. The station and its facilities should be designed to offer a
“strong sense of place,” emphasizing its civic and community importance.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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The volume of commuters’ likely boarding at this station will be less than
those at Hillsdale station, reducing the amount of capacity necessary to
accommodate riders and their transfer modes.
Improving the visibility of a new Hayward Park Station is an important
design goal. The current station goes largely unnoticed because it is
hidden between well established neighborhoods, SR 92 and the existing
“K-Mart” store. A vertical design element such as a clock tower could be
an effective method of creating a visible landmark structure.

Innovative station design should create a
distinctive node and encourage use.

Future new development on both sides of the track should be organized to
provide clear views and access routes into the station area itself, although
17th Avenue/Leslie Street and Concar Drive/Pacific Avenue will remain
primary access routes.
The roadway and pedestrian circulation system must also be carefully
designed, ensuring efficiency, yet not resulting in roadways that function
as barriers to the adjacent community.
Because the station platforms and tracks will be “at grade” they will be
easily recognizable to viewers on both sides of the tracks. The station’s
presence should be reinforced by the use of attractive signage, furniture
lighting, and structures such as passenger shelters, ticket and information
kiosks, evoking civic pride and identity. This presence can be further
strengthened with the design of architecturally distinctive and attractive
pedestrian over and under crossings. The newly designed station area
could also be enhanced with public art created by local artists, further
defining a sense of civic identity.
Attention should also be focused on creating an environment that feels safe
because of the station’s relative isolation. Although the Plan introduces
the opportunity for new development to occur around the station, this
may occur incrementally over a long period of time. Consequently, steps
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should be taken to create safe feeling, well lit passenger waiting areas,
pick-up and drop off areas, and paths.
In order to accommodate the required parking spaces for park and
ride commuters, it is likely that at least one parking structure should be
constructed. This structure should be viewed as a building near the station
rather than as a strictly utilitarian structure flanking the station. This
building should be screened from view from public streets and located as
close to the station as practical.
The design of the parking structure should receive special attention
to ensure its harmonious blending with adjacent buildings and public
gathering areas. This attention should include special façade detailing,
vertical corner elements (such as detailed elevator towers) and when
appropriate may include structurally integrated ground floor shop or
restaurant space. Pedestrian and automobile access points must also be
Design parking structures that are not
obtrusive and that discretely fit in with the
surroundings.

clearly marked and be easily discernible and accessible.

POLICY 6.11 INTEGRATE WATER QUALITY PROTECTION INTO STREETSCAPE
IMPROVEMENTS, STREET CROSS SECTIONS, PARKING FACILITIES,
PLAZAS, AND OPEN SPACE.

San Mateo’s NPDES permit for urban runoff requires treatment of
runoff from new development. Borel Creek and the San Mateo Lagoon
receive runoff from the Plan area. Integrating runoff treatment features
into designs—particularly for paved area like streets and parking areas—
creates visually attractive, yet functional systems to protect residents
and wildlife downstream. While features like grassy swales, curb cuts or
curbless road edges, rain gardens, and pervious pavement are not shown
in conceptual cross section drawings in this plan, it is these intent of this
policy that these and similar urban runoff treatment features should be
examined and incorporated into designs where practical.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Core Areas
POLICY 6.12 RECOGNIZE THAT VARIETY AND CONTRAST IN THE BUILT
ENVIRONMENT ADDS COMPLEXITY, INTEREST, AND VITALITY, AND
SHOULD BE ENCOURAGED.
POLICY 6.13 ENCOURAGE THE CREATION OF SEVERAL UNIQUE AND DISTINCTIVE
NEIGHBORHOODS AND DISTRICTS WITHIN THE OVERALL PLAN
AREA.
POLICY 6.14 RECOGNIZE THAT TRAIN STATIONS, BUILDINGS, STREETS, AND
OPEN SPACE SEEN TOGETHER WILL DEFINE THE CHARACTER OF
THE PLAN AREA.

The Corridor Plan area includes several sub areas that include a variety
of land uses and serve many needs. Many of the existing areas may go
largely unchanged as a result of this Plan. However, the areas within the
TOD zones are anticipated to undergo significant change, introducing
new neighborhoods and places to work and shop. Each TOD zone will
have its own recognizable development pattern. Nonetheless the intent is
also to create a pattern of streets, parks, and buildings that blend into its
context.
The following provides a qualitative description of the desired character
of uses permitted and encouraged within the Hillsdale and Hayward
Park Station TOD zones. Developers preparing plans for these areas
should refer to the following policies and fundamental recommendations
for overall design guidance in key areas and for specific land uses. The
categories discussed include: Residential, Office, Mixed-Use, and Parks
and Plazas.

Residential and Ofﬁce
POLICY 6.15 CREATE A SYSTEM OF STREETS, LANES AND BLOCKS COMPARABLE
TO THE SIZE OF TRADITIONAL DOWNTOWN SAN MATEO STREETS,
LANES, AND BLOCKS.
POLICY 6.16 CREATE A PATTERN OF BUILDINGS PREDOMINANTLY BUILT CLOSE
TO THE FRONT PROPERTY LINE SO THAT STREETS ARE GENERALLY
DEFINED BY BUILDING FACADES.
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POLICY 6.17 ORIENT BUILDING ENTRIES TO THE STREET AND SCREEN
STRUCTURED PARKING AT GRADE WITH SPECIAL PERIMETER
TREATMENTS.

POLICY 6.18 LIMIT THE NUMBER OF CURB CUTS AND GARAGE DOOR ACCESS
POINTS TO OFF-STREET PARKING IN HOUSING BLOCKS AND
PROVIDE ON-STREET PARKING.

The Land Use chapter of this Plan defines transit supportive development
densities and maximum building heights within both TOD areas. It is
equally important that the Plan clearly define the desired character of
the built environment in these areas, which is envisioned to be a highly
pedestrian friendly, inviting, and desirable place.
The physical characteristics of multi-family residential neighborhoods and
office districts are similar in that the organization of blocks, placement
of buildings, and treatment of parking greatly influences the character
Primary building entries on these multi- story
office buildings front onto street and parking
is screened from view.

and walkability of a neighborhood or district. Consequently, the Plan
describes the character defining qualities of both in this section.
Blocks and Streets: Two fundamental considerations to the success of a

highly walkable place are directness and convenience. The street and block
system within the TOD should be organized in a manner that facilitates
this. Circuitous routes around or through unusually large development
areas make for a long and often arduous walk. Consequently the Plan
encourages new development to consist of rational blocks generally
consistent with those found in downtown San Mateo, allowing for easy
orientation and direct access to transit, employment, parks and shops.
This is not to suggest that a rigid grid is the only appropriate solution
for street and block design. Instead, the more important consideration
is that the basic layout include interconnected streets, which may be
accomplished via a “flexed” or “bent” grid, or other pattern, as long as
multiple, convenient alternative travel routes are provided.
Streetwalls: The composition of a streetwall, or collection of buildings

lining a street, also influences an area’s character. The Plan encourages

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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buildings and their entries to be built close to the sidewalk with only a
minor setback for landscape. The building facades in and of themselves
will help establish neighborhood or district identity and interest. As noted
in other parts of this Plan in some areas buildings may be set back from
the sidewalk. The area remaining between the building and sidewalk in
these locations should be used to accommodate building entries, special
plazas, front yards, landscape treatments, or a combination thereof.
Parking: The placement and treatment of parking greatly influence an

area’s appearance and walkability. The number of curb cuts for driveways
should be limited to the greatest extent practical to ensure a largely
uninterrupted sidewalk and pedestrian zone that contributes to pedestrian
safety. Effort should be made to screen structured parking with either
perimeter units or architectural detailing. Long, blank, monotonous walls
surrounding parking (below units) should be avoided.
On-street parking should be allowed in all residential neighborhoods,
mixed use (areas with street front ground floor shops) and office districts.
In addition to providing parking spaces for visitors, cars parked adjacent to
a sidewalk provide a safety barrier to pedestrians from oncoming traffic.

Mixed-Use
POLICY 6.19 INTEGRATE GROUND FLOOR NEIGHBORHOOD OR COMMUTER
SERVING RETAIL USES INTO RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOODS OR
OFFICE DISTRICTS IN MIXED-USE BUILDINGS IN DESIGNATED AREAS.

POLICY 6.20 LOCATE COMMERCIAL USES WITH THE POTENTIAL TO ATTRACT
MANY VISITORS ONLY ON PERMITTED SITES WITHIN THE TOD
ZONE.

The vision for new development in the TOD areas includes several
carefully placed neighborhood serving mixed-use retail districts, and
one community serving retail district. In both cases, the desired character
of these areas is one that is inviting and easily accessible to pedestrians,
providing convenience to area residents and employees, and commuters
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coming from or going to the train station. Please refer to the Land Use
chapter of this Plan to see where these uses are permitted.

Neighborhood and Commuter Serving Mixed-Use
As shown in the land use plan, the neighborhood and commuter serving
mixed-use districts are located in both TOD zones and include the
following locations:
•

Delaware Street extension between 28th and 31st Avenues

•

Along El Camino Real, between 28th and 31st Avenues

•

Along the north side of Concar Drive from the station east to
Delaware Street

•

Along the north side of 17th Avenue (between the tracks and
El Camino Real)

•

Along the east side of Leslie Street, close to 17th Avenue

Mixed-use development consisting of ground floor retail space built up
to the sidewalk, with residences or office space above, is permitted and
encouraged in each of these key locations. These convenience oriented
uses will bring several benefits to their respective locations, providing
residents and commuters alike with shopping, dining and professional
services within an easy walk of home, work and transit. (See the discussion
following Policy 5.1 for further description of convenience oriented uses.)
In each district ground floor activities should open directly on and have
direct access from the front sidewalk, similar to the streetfront businesses
found in downtown San Mateo.
The mixed-use district located along the Delaware Street extension
between 28th and 31st Avenues should have a decidedly stronger Main
Street character than the others, with wider sidewalks and diagonal onstreet parking, and space should be provided for outdoor dining informal
gathering. This area will serve as a vital link between Hillsdale Station and

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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adjacent residential neighborhoods and employment districts. This area is
envisioned as a lively gathering area with several shops, restaurants, and
personal services that could function as an energetic hub of activity.
The mixed-use district located between 28th and 31st Avenues,
immediately east of El Camino Real and next to the train station should
be developed in a manner consistent with the El Camino Real Master
Plan, and may include tenants which serve a regional market, but must
remain compatible with its transit and pedestrian friendly environs. The
shops in this area should generally not sell bulk goods such as building
materials, major appliances, supplies or other merchandise which is clearly
not easily transported without an automobile or truck. This determination
does not necessarily reflect the size of the “floorplate” of the building
(i.e. big box), as much as it reflects the type of merchandise sold. That is
to say, a large bookstore, clothing, or specialty store could be in keeping
with the character of a transit and pedestrian oriented neighborhood.

Community Serving Mixed-Use
One community serving mixed-use district is shown on the land use
plan, on the site bounded by SR 92, Delaware Street, Concar Drive, and
South Grant Avenue. This site is currently developed with commercial
uses only. Should this site be redeveloped, it could include retail uses
only, or as shown in the TOD, could be reinvented as a commercial/
residential mixed-use project. If the site is redeveloped as a retail center
only, particular attention should be paid to including pedestrian scale
details and siting of buildings to attractively address the street.
If the site were to be redeveloped with residential/mixed-uses, two (2)
general building configurations could occur:
(1) In one case the site could be redesigned to include a combination
of free standing residential and retail buildings, which would be
required to follow the previously described fundamental design
recommendations for Residential development.
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(2) In another scenario, the site could be redeveloped with mixeduse buildings including larger floor plate (40,000 - 50,000 SF)
ground floor tenants such as grocery, drug, clothing or general
merchandise stores with residential uses above. This scenario
could include either a combination of residential only and
commercial use only buildings, or several mixed-use buildings
that would accommodate service, loading, and parking within
several integrated buildings. While surface parking would likely
be necessary for these types of development (for retail users),
most of the site’s residential parking should be structured,
and possibly included within the bulk of mixed-use buildings.
Complex mixed-use buildings such as this have been successfully
developed throughout the west coast in cities including San
Francisco, San Diego, Walnut Creek, Portland, and Seattle. New
development should include pedestrian scale details and siting of
buildings to attractively address the street.

This Plan encourages the redevelopment of this site with a more pedestrian
and neighborhood friendly development plan. The site’s overall scale
should be broken into sub areas consistent with the scale of the City’s
traditional block and street pattern and scale. This could be accomplished
by strategically placed access drives and by placing buildings on the site’s
corners.

Parks and Plazas
POLICY 6.21 INCLUDE A COMBINATION OF CITY AND NEIGHBORHOOD-SCALED
PARKS AND PLAZAS TO SERVE PLAN AREA RESIDENTS, WORKERS,
AND VISITORS OF ALL AGES.
POLICY 6.22 PROVIDE PARKS FOR PASSIVE AND ACTIVE RECREATION.
POLICY 6.23 PROVIDE A MINIMUM 12 CONTIGUOUS ACRE PARK, AND OTHER
PARKS OR OPEN SPACE WITHIN THE HILLSIDE TOD SITE THAT
TOTALS 15 ACRES, THAT ADDS USABLE AREA TO THE CITYWIDE
OPEN SPACE SYSTEM.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Active and passive parks will play important roles in defining the Plan
area’s character and quality of life for its residents, as well as those from
throughout the City of San Mateo. The parks and plazas recommended
throughout the Plan area will provide needed quiet beauty, places for
small groups to congregate, and places for active team events. It is the
intent of the Plan to provide for parks and open space in a manner that
is consistent with the TOD principles to use land in proximity to station
areas primarily for development and to use parks and open space to
provide connectivity throughout the area and create a variety of walkable
and interesting places. This section describes the scale and general location
of neighborhood parks, plazas and small parks, and civic parks.

Neighborhood Parks
POLICY 6.24 LOCATE NEIGHBORHOOD PARKS SO THAT THEY ARE WELL
DISTRIBUTED THROUGHOUT THE PLAN AREA AND ARE WITHIN
COMFORTABLE WALKING DISTANCE OF ALL PLAN AREA
RESIDENCES.
POLICY 6.25 ENCOURAGE NEIGHBORHOOD PARKS TO BE EMBEDDED WITHIN THE
STREET AND BLOCK PATTERN AND FOR BUILDINGS TO FRONT ONTO
THEM, FUNCTIONING AS FORMATIVE NEIGHBORHOOD ELEMENTS.

POLICY 6.26 MAINTAIN A PORTION OF EACH RESIDENTIAL AND OFFICE BLOCK
FOR SMALL SCALE PRIVATE AND SEMI-PRIVATE OPEN SPACES, WITH
CONTIGUOUS PUBLICLY ACCESSIBLE MID-BLOCK PATHWAYS AS
APPROPRIATE.

Neighborhood parks, established as part of new development within the
Plan area, will play an important role in shaping the quality of life for
residents within the Plan area. Neighborhood parks should be located
within the heart of residential areas, to be used primarily by neighbors,
directly embedded into each area’s street and block pattern.
Because a rational interconnected street and block pattern is recommended
throughout the Plan area, it is likely that neighborhood parks would be
generally symmetrical in nature, allowing the buildings that surround them
to dramatize their formal nature. Buildings should front onto each park,
creating an easily identifiable place within each neighborhood. Streets
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should line all sides of these parks to ensure maximum accessibility,
visibility, and prominence.
Neighborhood parks should generally be between .5 and 2 acres. Activities
within neighborhood parks should be generally passive in nature,
primarily including tot-lots, gardens, shaded areas, hardscape areas, and
multipurpose green areas.
Each residential block should also contain some form of semi-private open
space for the use of the block’s residents, possibly including backyards,
lanes with small at grade parks, or podium level landscaped terraces.
Families with children will find open space in nearby neighborhood parks
for passive or active recreation.

Plazas and Small Parks
POLICY 6.27 INCORPORATE SUNLIT PLAZAS AND SMALL PARKS IN BLOCK
PATTERNS NEAR CALTRAIN STATIONS AND MIXED-USE AREAS.

The areas surrounding Caltrain stations and within mixed-use areas are
likely to be the most vibrant in the Plan area. By their nature, these places
will host numerous pedestrians on a daily basis, with peaks in activity
occurring in the morning, lunchtime, after work, even on weekends.
Recognizing and promoting this potential, the Plan highly encourages the
creation of inviting urban open spaces in these areas.
Visitors may use these places for outdoor dining, informal gathering, or
resting. As such, they should be located adjacent to or be a part of primary
pedestrian circulation routes, located along sidewalks or adjacent to
buildings and not be hidden away from the public. This recommendation
can be addressed with either or both of plazas or small parks. For both,
they should consider the following design recommendations:
•

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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•

Be placed in locations with convenient and direct access

•

Be well designed and where appropriate be landscaped

•

Be sheltered from uncomfortable wind

•

Incorporate a variety of elements including seating

•

Have adequate access to sunlight

•

Be well lit

•

Be designed to enhance user safety

As general guidelines plazas should be no smaller than 5,000 square
feet, and parks should be no smaller than 7,500 square feet. In plazas,
landscaping should be secondary to hardscape and architectural elements,
while small parks should provide a lush landscape.
Although primarily recommended for areas of high public activity, the
use of plazas and small parks is also encouraged around the perimeter of
employment centers, helping to better weave them into the overall fabric
of the community.

Civic Parks
POLICY 6.28 PROVIDE FOR A USABLE 15 ACRE PARK SYSTEM WITHIN THE
HILLSDALE TOD ZONE, WHICH COULD ACCOMMODATE ACTIVE
SPORTS AND/OR PASSIVE USES.
POLICY 6.29 ASSURE THAT THE LOCATION OF THE 15 ACRE PARK IS NOT
DETRIMENTAL TO THE SUCCESS OF MORE TRANSIT SUPPORTIVE
LAND USES, AND SHOULD BE LOCATED EAST OF THE DELAWARE
STREET EXTENSION AND NOT FRONT ONTO IT.

A large, community serving park should be established in the Hillsdale
TOD zone to serve residents from throughout San Mateo. This civic park
could include ample area to accommodate active sports facilities such as
baseball, softball or soccer, and be located in a place easily accessible by
the entire community, by walking, bicycling, driving, and from the Caltrain
station. Because of its nature, and the more transit supportive nature of
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other land uses such as residential and employment, this park should not
be located in immediate proximity to Hillsdale Station. However, it would
be appropriate to design the site with a view corridor between the station
and the park via a landscaped walkway, “panhandle” park, or similar
connection.

Design Guidelines
POLICY 6.30 PROVIDE DEVELOPMENT DESIGN GUIDELINES THAT WILL HELP
TO ENSURE THE CREATION OF HIGHLY WALKABLE, TRANSIT
SUPPORTIVE NEIGHBORHOODS AND DISTRICTS.

While the Land Use section of this Plan establishes transit supportive
development densities and building heights, and other parts of this
section describe the fundamentally desired character of neighborhoods
and districts, the Design Guidelines provide general recommendations
for building placement and design in the Plan area. The spirit of the
guidelines is to ensure the creation of highly transit supportive, walkable,
and attractive places and buildings to live, work, and visit.
The focus of these guidelines is placed on buildings within the two
TOD zones, but the spirit of the guidelines should be embraced for all
development in the Plan area. Where the Corridor Plan and El Camino
Real Master Plan overlap, the design guidelines included with the
El Camino Real Master Plan should be followed, ensuring the realization
of this area’s desired vision.
These design guidelines are organized into four general sections:

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan

•

District: Stations

•

Block: Development Pattern

•

Streetwall: Neighborhood Form and Character

•

Building Prototypes
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Each section provides the fundamental recommendations necessary to
create walkable and inviting places. The following should be used by
developers to guide neighborhood and site planning, and building design.

District: Stations
POLICY 6.31 CREATE VISUAL AND PHYSICAL ACCESS TO HILLSDALE AND
HAYWARD PARK STATIONS, BY ESTABLISHING NEIGHBORHOOD
PATTERNS THAT ARE ORGANIZED AROUND EACH STATION AND ARE
TRANSIT SUPPORTIVE, SAFE, AND PEDESTRIAN-FRIENDLY.

Station Areas: A key component of this Plan is the TOD zone areas

established at Hillsdale and Hayward Park stations. In order to maximize
the potential benefits offered by these station areas, they should each be
recognized as formative “hearts” of their respective TOD station areas.
Consequently, both stations should have a strong district presence, being
highly visible and easily accessible from within the zone and adjacent
neighborhood and districts.
The Role of the Station: The stations should each serve an important

Transit
Station

civic role by having a strong sense of identity and by being recognized as
important, easily accessible district defining elements. The most intensive
development densities should be located in closest proximity to the
stations, and gradually transition to lesser densities further away. These
areas should predominantly include either residential or employment uses,
supplemented by small shops and restaurants and plazas and small parks.
Provide Clearly Visible Connections to the Stations: Each station

and specifically pedestrian access points to platforms should be clearly
visible from the surrounding areas. Streets and should provide direct
connection to the station.
Public Plazas and Small Parks at the Station: Plazas and small parks

should be established on both sides of each station. These public open
space areas would define arrival for commuters and provide passive
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outdoor space for area residents and workers. These prominently placed
open spaces should include seating, landscaping, and shade.
Commuter and Neighborhood Serving Shops and Services at the
Stations: This Plan recognizes and encourages the opportunity to use the

transit stations as neighborhood activating elements. As it is likely these
areas will be vital hubs of activity, commuter and neighborhood supporting
shops and services should be located in very close proximity to the station
and station plaza or park. Streetfront shops and restaurants should be
included on the ground floor of mixed-use buildings surrounding the
station offering convenient access by people living and working in the
area, result in the creation of vibrant gathering areas.

Block: Development Pattern
POLICY 6.32 CREATE AN INTERCONNECTED STREET SYSTEM THAT IS SAFE AND
CONVENIENT FOR PEDESTRIANS, BICYCLES, AND AUTOS, AND IS
BASED ON SAN MATEO’S TRADITIONAL BLOCK AND GRID PATTERN.

The existing development pattern found elsewhere in San Mateo is
composed of “human scaled” blocks, or blocks that are big enough to
accommodate development, yet small enough to easily walk around or
through. The traditional block pattern found in downtown San Mateo
generally varies from 200 feet to 300 feet by 300 feet to approximately 600
feet. New development within the Plan area should strive to establish block
patterns informed by this and should avoid the creation of uninterrupted
and inaccessible super blocks.
Mid-block auto or pedestrian crossing should be provided in blocks 400
feet or wider, to provide convenient neighborhood mobility for residents.
Mid-block travel ways must be inviting and comfortable to use, offering
an attractive alternative to walking all the way around an entire block to
reach a desired destination.
Typical San Mateo city block patterns and
sizes.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Sidewalks: Sidewalks must line all streets in the Plan area. As described

in the Public Realm section of this chapter, the width of sidewalks
must be carefully determined to best reflect the needs and volume of
pedestrians likely to use each. Pedestrians must be given priority when
planning blocks and streets in the Plan area. Curb cuts and driveways
should be limited to the greatest extent practical to minimize chances for
pedestrian/auto conflict points.
Neighborhood

Parks:

Neighborhood parks should be focal,

neighborhood defining elements, embedded directly into the block pattern.
Parks surrounded by streets offer very high visibility and accessibility, and
are highly encouraged by the Plan. At a minimum, public paths should
provide access to all sides of a park. In addition, buildings facing the park
should orient their entries toward the park.

Streetwall: Neighborhood Form
POLICY 6.33 CREATE INTERESTING STREETWALLS THAT DEFINE THE PUBLIC
REALM, ESTABLISH NEIGHBORHOOD IDENTITY, AND PROVIDE
INTEREST AT THE PEDESTRIAN LEVEL.

The expression “streetwall” refers to the composition of several building
facades viewed together. The Plan recommends the creation of cohesive
streetwalls, where buildings are built up close to and line the sidewalk and
street, and are organized in a discernible pattern that will help to identify
distinctive places. This traditional development pattern contributes to
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the creation of walkable environments by establishing an active and
interesting pedestrian zone which feels safe and inviting.
Buildings should frame street and parks: Streets and parks should

be “framed” by buildings and not surface parking lots in order to create a
cohesive public realm and well defined sense of neighborhood or district
identity throughout.
Build buildings up to the sidewalk: Buildings setbacks should be

established in keeping with the land uses they would house. In general,
there should be little or no setback between the front of buildings and
sidewalks. All buildings built within the Hillsdale Station TOD “core area”
should be built up to the sidewalk, in order to firmly establish a strong
sense of urban identity.
Mixed-Use Setbacks: Mixed-use buildings with ground floor shops
should be built up to sidewalks in order to create an active and
ROW

interesting walking environment. However, in order to accommodate
seating and outdoor dining or display areas that contribute to
pedestrian interest, some setback areas may be developed so long
as they do not exceed ten feet in depth for more than 30% of the
building’s frontage.
Residential and Office Setbacks: Residential only and office only buildings
may be setback from sidewalks up to fifteen feet to accommodate
building entries and landscaped areas. However, the character of
these areas should differ by land use. Residential setback areas should
accommodate porches, landscaped areas, and small gardens, indicative
of individual ownership for each home.
Office setback areas should accommodate building entries and entry
plazas, but should also include special plantings such as colonnades
or groves of trees, special or ornamental focal planting areas and
benches or other seating areas.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Office building with
15’ setback

Residential building
with 15’ setback

Corner Landmarks: Special building elements and architectural

expressions such as towers, special entries, or cupolas should be used at
key locations, specifically including “theme intersections” to help define
arrival at to an important district or place. Although distinctive, these
elements must be integrated within the building they are a part of.
Repeat the Rhythm: Building facades should follow a simple rhythm

of bays, similar to that found in downtown San Mateo. Rhythm refers to
the typical pattern of building divisions or structural bays found along a
streetwall.
Buildings must include a clearly defined base, middle and roof or cornice.
The design and use of a building’s ground floor has the most direct
influence on the street level pedestrian experience. As such, ground floors
of mixed use buildings should include active uses and visually interesting
edges. They should be composed of a clearly legible framework of
structural bays, flexible enough to offer the potential for varied and
interesting street-front shops, restaurants, entries, lobbies, offices, or
residences. Ground floors of offices or residential buildings should
include building entries and provide visual interest. Ground floors should
avoid blank unarticulated wall planes lining public streets or sidewalks.
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Mixed-Use Building

Office Building

Residential Building

The middle of residential buildings should be clearly distinguished
from the base and be articulated with windows, projections, porches, or
balconies. The middle floors of office buildings should generally have
smaller window openings punched into solid walls. Spandrel construction,
a contemporary interpretation of traditional building patterns may also
be used as long as it respects the described rhythm of building bays.
The top of buildings should be defined with a cornice, eave or other
visually distinctive element. Above five stories, the top floor(s) should be
incorporated into an appropriately scaled expression of the building’s top,
or be stepped back from the buildings facade. The top may be defined by
a pronounced cornice, parapet of roof form.
Building Articulation: All building facades that are visible from a

public street or area, or residential neighborhood should include three
dimensional detailing such as belt courses, window moldings, balconies,
and reveals to cast shadows and create visual interest. Additional elements
that may be used to provide visual relief include awnings and projections,
trellises, detailed parapets or arcades.
Roof Detailing: Roof parapets should be simply articulated and adorned

for visual interest. Roofline cornice, reveals, and detailed eaves should be
included to create interest.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Peaked Roofs: Designers should demonstrate restraint when using

peaked or unusually shaped roofs on commercial buildings as to not bring
unnecessary attention to them. Peaked roofs may be used on all residential
buildings in the Plan area. Space within peaked roofs shall in no case be
inconsistent with the City’s Zoning Code with respect to the creation of
floor area and the associated floor area ratio (FAR) and building height
limitations.

Building Prototypes
POLICY 6.34 PROMOTE THE DEVELOPMENT OF BUILDINGS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO
THE CHARACTER AND IDENTITY OF THE PLAN AREA, ENCOURAGE
WALKABILITY, AND RESPOND TO MARKET DEMAND.

The quality of architecture greatly influences the experience of place. The
intent of this Plan is to promote building types and the use of materials
that convey a sense of visual interest, durability, and permanence. The
following diagrams illustrate some of the various types of buildings
potentially to be built in the Plan area, and clarify fundamental design
considerations that apply to them. All designs for buildings should
comply with the complete set of guidelines, both general and as noted in
this section.

Residential and Residential Mixed Use Buildings
•

Orient retail and residential entries to face public streets and
sidewalks

•

Residential buildings fronts may be set back up to 15 feet to
accommodate entries porches and landscaped areas. The retail
side of residential mixed-use buildings should be built-up to the
sidewalk.

•

Screen ground floor parking to the greatest extent practical
with ground floor uses, landscape screening, or architectural
expression. Long blank walls lining parking areas should be
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avoided and must not front onto mixed use areas along public
streets.
•

Depress ground floor parking below grade to the maximum
extent reasonable.

•

Upper floor decks and balconies are recommended for units
facing residential streets. Facades above ground floor shops
should maintain a more urban character, and should include fewer
smaller decks or balconies; bay windows or other projections are
encouraged in these areas. Where decks, bay or oriel windows,
or other building projection elements are used, they should be
primarily used to meet the purposes of the Plan and not result
in a series of deep extensions that over public rights-of-way that
could limit light and air. This could be accomplished through
judicious use of such extensions on lower floors or the use of
shallow building projections.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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Ofﬁce and Ofﬁce Mixed Use Buildings

•

Main building entries should be located on a public street and be
emphasized with special architectural and landscape treatments:
if the main entry is located away from a public street, a well
marked secondary entry should be located on the public street,
and clear direction provided to the “main” entry.

•

Office “only” buildings may be set back 15 feet from the sidewalk
to allow for landscape treatments and special building entries.
The retail side of office mixed-use buildings should be built up
to the sidewalk.

•

Define building base with special detailing and materials.

•

Define building body with simple legible patterns, defined by
changes in color, scoring, or materials.

•

Define building roofline with a cornice and simple details or
elements.

•

Ground floor uses should face directly onto sidewalk.

•

Locate parking behind or below the building, away from public
view.

•

Encourage mid-block pedestrian connections from parking areas
directly to street and building entries.

•

Provide shade via tree lining trellises or awnings along paths
connecting parking lots to building entries or streets.
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•

Encourage a variety of landscape treatments for buffer planting
and building edges; create interesting and unique landscape
conditions.

Parking and Mixed Use Parking Structures

Parking structures should blend into
their setting and not be monotonous and
overbearing

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan

•

Mixed-use parking structures should be designed in keeping with
the character of other new buildings in the Plan area, and reflect
an appropriate level of articulation and detail.

•

Ground floor retail uses should front onto the most active
pedestrian and public areas and be integrated into overall building
form.

•

Buffer planting should be installed in a 10 foot wide setback area
behind the sidewalk along public streets for structures with two or
more (3 stories) decks of parking if no ground floor commercial
uses are included.

•

If built facing a street corner, special landmark architectural
treatments should be introduced to help blend the building with
its context.

•

Break down visual bulk of building with articulation of exterior
façade.

•

Elevator/stair towers should be enhanced to add vertical relief
and distinction.
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•

Building details such as ornamental metal work is encouraged to
create human scale and visual interest.

•

Special architectural treatments and signage should be used at
auto and pedestrian entries.

•

Locate auto entries to minimize potential pedestrian/auto auto/
auto conflicts.

Community Retail and Community Retail Mixed Use
Buildings
Community Serving Retail Only
•

Express primary building entries with special massing, materials
and detailing.

•

In line retail shops should follow the pattern of streetfront shops,
and have large visually permeable windows and pedestrian scale
details.

•

Buildings should be located along the perimeter of the site to
reduce the visual monotony of large surface parking areas.

•

Screen Mechanical equipment and service bays from view.

Community Serving Retail and Residential Mixed Use
•

The site plan should reflect San Mateo’s traditional block pattern.
The site plan should be functionally similar to a collection of
related city blocks rather than a single super pad. Buildings should
be located along the perimeter of the site, with surface parking
located in the central portion of the site.

•

A small (approximately 10,000 square feet) park or plaza should
be developed within the central portion of the site to help define
the area’s unique character and to make it a more pleasing place
to live, shop and visit at.
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•

Building form should reflect singular integrated building
components: not several small buildings stacked on large
buildings. Include a well defined base, middle and top and strong
vertical distinction. Although ground use floor plates may be
quite large (40,000 sf or more per tenant) upper floor residential
building walls should not exceed 125 feet in width.

San Mateo Rail Corridor Transit-Oriented Development Plan
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•

Ground floor uses should include shops and services that follow
the pattern of traditional streetfront shops, and have large visually
permeable windows and pedestrian scale details.

•

Ground floor parking should be screened to the greatest
extent practical with ground floor uses, landscape screening, or
architectural expression. Long blank walls lining parking areas
should be avoided along public streets or primary activity areas.

•

Depress ground floor parking below grade to the maximum
extent reasonable.

POLICY 6.35 ENCOURAGE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT THAT INCLUDES USE OF
GREEN BUILDING DESIGN PRACTICES THAT MAKE EFFICIENT USE
OF RESOURCES AND PREVENT POLLUTION AND WASTE.

Sustainable developments (for example, developments with buildings
meeting the standards of the Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design Green Building Rating System) are environmentally responsible,
profitable and healthy places to live and work. Sustainable development
is energy and water efficient, durable and nontoxic, with high–quality
spaces. Sustainable development reduces burdens on local infrastructure,
minimizing its impacts on the surrounding existing community. Sustainable
development in the Plan area will minimize use of limited resources
like energy and water, will help San Mateo comply with environmental
protection requirements like those for waste reduction and water quality
protection, and will maximize access to light in both indoor and outdoor
spaces.
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