ARCHITECTURE

PLANNING

URBAN DESIGN

May 4, 2017
Ms. Margaret Netto
Department of Community Development
City of San Mateo
330 West 20th Avenue
San Mateo, CA 94403-1388
RE:		

The Essex at Central Park

Dear Margaret:
I reviewed the drawings, visited the site, previously worked with staff and the applicant in reviewing the first project
concept in 2014, and prepared evaluation and recommendation letters in February and December of last year. My
comments and recommendations on the current project design are summarized below.
NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT
The site is currently a surface parking lot located immediately adjacent to Downtown San Mateo. In addition to the surface
parking on the site, there is also a ramp up to the parking level located above the retail shops fronting East Fourth Avenue.
The site is bounded on its west by an existing retail building, on its east by a surface parking lot across San Mateo Drive and
on its south by Central Park. Photos of the site and surrounding area are shown on the following page.
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The Site: East Fifth Avenue Frontage

The Site viewed from San Mateo Drive

The Site: Public Passageway from East Fifth Avenue

Nearby Multifamily Housing

Building immediately to the west on
East Fifth Avenue

Building immediately to the north on
San Mateo Drive

Central Park Frontage across East Fifth Avenue

Central Park Frontage across East Fifth Avenue
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ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The proposed project has changed a great deal since the Planning Commission’s Study Session in early 2014. The overall
building height has been reduced by two floors, and the building design has been substantially refined in response to
the Planning Commissioners’ concerns and subsequent staff input. Major changes in addition to the height reduction
include a better integration of the parking garage into the overall building massing and design and a much more varied
and nuanced treatment of the retail and residential facades. A comparison of the previous and currently proposed East
Fifth Avenue elevations is shown below.

Study Session East Fifth Avenue Elevation

Currently Proposed East Fifth Avenue Elevation

In the February review letter, the identified issues and recommendation focused on the following:
Parking
• Internal pedestrian circulation between some parking spaces to the elevators and public garage lobby.
• A few parking spaces with awkward access and egress conditions.
Floor Plans
• Access from resident parking to the Loft Units at ground level (A1, A2 & A3).
Elevations
• The clarification and refinement of the public pedestrian passageway at ground level.
• Clarification of the landscaped screen with clinging vines at the circular parking ramp on East Fifth Avenue.
• Refinement of the two-story tall building base podium.
• Refinement of the retail storefront approach.
I believe that all of those issues have been satisfactorly addressed in the current design. Most of my concerns in the
December review related to the Storefront Design Guidelines.
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Storefront Guidelines
The commercial storefronts reviewed in February seemed bulky, lacking in detail and not strongly expressive of a quality
retail/restaurant environment. The heavy concrete frame and columns also did not seem to fit well with the surrounding
Downtown San Mateo urban design fabric - see original elevation diagram below.

Following the February review and recommendations, staff
has worked closely with the applicant to identify and evaluate
alternative approaches to the storefronts. The current approach
was informed by the example shown in the photo to the right.
It is focused on the minimization of the second floor garage
level and an emphasis on a two-story retail facade similar to
those common in the surrounding downtown area.
The current storefront design framework is shown in the
elevation below.

I believe this approach is good and will fit better within the context of Downtown San Mateo. In order to allow flexibility
and creativity in the design of individual storefronts, the applicant has prepared separate Storefront Facade and & Signage
Guidelines. My December review focused largely on recommendations to expand the manual and improve the readability
of the illustrations to more clearly inform and guide tenants and allow staff to conduct a consistent review and approval
process. Most of those recommendtions have been implemented, and the Storefront Facade & Signage Guidelines are
much better. There are, however, a few additional comments that staff and the applicant may wish to consider.
General Comments
1. The green text used as headlines and in some cases as smaller captions and text is very difficult to read when
the pdf document is viewed on-screen. Consideration should be given to selecting a color which is more
readable.
2.

There are several words in the text with spaces that break up the word. These will probably be eliminated in
the final proofreading.

3.

Some additonal wall sections would be helpful in uderstanding the full intent of the guidelines (e.g.,
Overhang Design).
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Specific Suggestions
1.

Page 8 | Illustration | The sketch illustration #3 appears very flat with little articulation. Some discussion may be
appropriate as to whether that is the actual design intent of the guidelines.

2.

Page 9 | Item 5 | “Mouse-ear” style exit features may need some explanation or example photo.

3.

Page 15 | Materials | Item 3 | “Tenant choice of colors” | I assume that the colors would still be subject to city
approval.

4.

Page 15 | Dimensions | Item 2 | Is letter size and extent limits applicable to only text on the valence or applicable to
both the valence and the main overhang material? What about logos in lieu of or in addition to text?

5.

Page 16 | Caption | “Tenant choice of colors” | Same comment as #3 above.

6.

Page 21 | Elevation Illustration | Both the dotted red rectangles and the black leader lines connecting the text notes
to the illustration are very difficult to read. One example to improve the readability of illustrations is to add broader
white lines behind the information elements as shown on the example below from a previous review.

7.

Page 21 | Elevation Illustration | Treatment of columns defining the storefront bays | The storefront elevation (see
below) appears to show at least some, if not all, individual storefronts abuting one another while the illustration on
page 21 does not address how that would be accomplished and by which tenant. An additional diagram would be
helpful - see example on the following page. Another approach would be to define the “Storefront Design Limit” at
the center of the structural columns.
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8.

Page 22 | Elevation Illustration | Same comment as #6 above.

9.

Page 23 | Elevation Illustrations | Same comment as #6 above.

10. Page 23 | Frontage Type A | Item #3 | “Limits of storefront identification sign. See page 11 wall mounted sign
for detail.” | Should this refer to page 28 or another page within the signage guidelines?
11. Page 23 | Frontage Type B | Item #5 | Same issue about structural columns treatment as noted above in #7.
12. Page 25 | Paragraph 4 | “Each sign type has its own maximum size requirements. Square footage for all signs
(excluding Storefront Graphics and all Specialty Signs) must be added together ...” | Are there any
limitations on “Storefront Gaphics” and “Specialty Signs”? Page 32 includes Storefront/Window Graphics,
but appears to focus only on window signage and graphics.
13. Page 25 | Paragraph 5 | Tenants over 3,000 SF or greater | “Refer to Owner’s Architect for further information”
| What are the guidelines and/or standards for large tenants?
14. Page 25 | Bullet Point # 1 | Probably needs more clarification since Fifth Avenue frontages are allowed 1.5
SF/lineal foot of street frontage.
15. Page 25 | Bullet Point # 2 | Probably needs more clarification since Fifth Avenue and San Mateo Drive
frontages have different maximum and minimum sign areas.
16. Page 26 | Sign Area | It would be useful if at least one of the diagrams showing sign area measurements was
for a less regular/rectangular shape (e. g.,signs with capital first letters combined with small case letters,
and signs that contain a combination of text and graphics). Also, the text on the diagrams is very small and
readability would be improved if it was larger.
17. Page 26 | Sign Area | The way the sign area is defined is quite different than what I have seen and used in
signage guidelines in the past. The two diagrams below are common ones.
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18. Page 31 | Projecting Signs | Looks like a portion of the text regarding vertical clarance on the diagram is
either missing or covered by the graphic illustration. Since it is not readable, it is hard to tell if the note is
consistent with Item #3 regarding minimum vertical clearance.
19. Page 31 | Projecting Signs | Final Paragraph | The text Projecting signs should not be mounted above the second
floor window sill. is a common guideline, but given the special condition here with the garage is covered at
the second level and does not appear to have windows, perhaps some different language is needed.
20. Page 32 | Storefront/Window Graphics | General | The 25% area of window signs seems to be missing the
aggregate maximum that is often used - see text example below.
Window signs should be limited to a maximum of 25% of any individual window, and an
aggregate area of no more than 10% of all ground floor windows on any building face.
21. Page 32 | Storefront/Window Graphics | General | The 25% maximum area of window signs is clear, but
what about any other graphics that might be applied within the “storefront” (e.g., above the glazed strefront
on the solid second floor surface)?
22. Page 32 | Storefront/Window Graphics | Item #1 | The language “... no less than 1 foot of a window ...”
seems a little confusing.
23. Page 32 | Storefront/Window Graphics | Item #6 | Usually, hours of operations and credit cards accepted
are allowed on window signs in addition to the tenant’s name or logo.
24. Page 35 | Temporary Banners | Item #3 | Are there any limitations on how long/how often Sales Signs are to
be allowed?
23. Page 37 | Definition of Terms | This glossary seems a little light on content. It would be helpfu to read
through the text page-by-page and identify all terms (e.g., Mouse-ear style exit signs) that may not be broadly
understood. Also, the inclusion of photos and graphics can help in making glossaries more useful.
24. General | At one time, it was assumed that the second floor storefront area over the retail spaces would
need to accommodate some openings for garage ventilation. Since none are shown on the elvevations
or mentioned in the design guidelines, I assume that other garage ventilation solutions have made them
unnecessary.
Margaret, please let me know if you have any questions, or if there are other issues that I did not address.
Sincerely,
CANNON DESIGN GROUP

Larry L. Cannon

