PLANNING COMMISSION
STAFF REPORT
FOR THE PLANNING COMMISSION
MEETING OF MAY 18, 2015
AGENDA ITEM E1
LOCATION:

1221-1275 Willow Road

APPLICANT:

EXISTING USE:

Multi-Family Residential OWNER:
Apartment Complex

Menlo Gateway Inc.
(an entity of MidPen
Housing)

PROPOSED
USE:

Senior Residential
Apartment Complex

Study Session for
Compliance with the
R-4-S (AHO)
Development
Regulations and
Design Standards and
Guidelines

ZONING:

R-4-S (AHO) - High Density
Residential, Special
(Affordable Housing Overlay)

APPLICATION:

Kirsten Belt of Mithun
for MidPen Housing

PROPOSAL
The applicant is requesting a study session as part of the R-4-S compliance review
process for a 90-unit multi-family, affordable senior housing development located at 12211275 Willow Road. The purpose of the study session is to review the proposed residential
development relative to the development regulations and design standards of the R-4-S
(AHO) (High Density Residential, Special with Affordable Housing Overlay) zoning district.
The study session will provide the Planning Commission and members of the public an
opportunity to provide feedback on the proposal’s compliance with the R-4-S design
standards, which are mandatory as well as the design guidelines, which serve to
encourage features and principles of good design, but are more qualitative in nature and
are not mandatory. The Planning Commission's review is advisory only and will be taken
into consideration as part of the Community Development Director's determination of
whether the proposal is in compliance with the R-4-S development regulations and design
standards.
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Following the study session, the applicant and staff will take into consideration the
comments provided by the Planning Commission and members of the public, and the
plans may be adjusted to address comments. Unless there are substantial changes to the
architectural design of the building, the plans would not return to the Planning Commission
for additional review. The R-4-S compliance determination of the Community
Development Director is final and not subject to appeal.
BACKGROUND
On May 21, 2013, the City Council adopted the Housing Element of the City’s General
Plan for the planning period between 2007-2014. To implement the Housing Element and
create housing opportunities for all income levels, the City Council also adopted a new
residential zoning district called R-4-S (High Density Residential – Special) and a new
overlay zoning designation called Affordable Housing Overlay (AHO). The subject site is
one of four sites rezoned with the new R-4-S zoning and one of three R-4-S sites zoned
with the AHO designation.
The R-4-S zoning district includes development regulations as well as design standards
specific to the zoning district. Multiple family dwelling units are permitted uses and not
subject to discretionary review if all of the development regulations and design standards
are met. Instead, the project is reviewed for compliance with a determination made by the
Community Development Director. As indicated previously, the purpose of the May 18,
2015 study session is to provide the Planning Commission and members of the public a
forum to provide input prior to the compliance determination.
The Planning Commission has previously conducted three study sessions for new
residential developments located within the R-4-S zoning district. These projects, two on
Haven Avenue and one on Hamilton Avenue, are in varying stages of the building permit
review and construction process, and are anticipated to be completed in mid-2016. The
proposal before the Planning Commission, however, is the first to utilize the AHO
provisions, which were established to further encourage the development of affordable
residential units in exchange for density beyond what would be allowed under the
applicable zoning district, as well as provide other incentives such as reduced setbacks,
lower parking ratios, and fee waivers.
ANALYSIS
Site Location
The subject site is located at 1221-1275 Willow Road in the Belle Haven neighborhood
and is currently approximately 2.27 acres in area. The property is mid-block between
Newbridge Street and Ivy Drive on the west side of Willow Road, as represented on the
project documents. (Note: west is the most accurate description based on true north, but
this location could commonly be known as the north side of Willow Road).
As viewed from Willow Road, the subject site is a wide and shallow lot with 48 housing
units in 13 small one-story structures. It is abutted by a neighborhood market zoned C-2-B
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on the south (left) towards Newbridge Street, by a vacant commercial lot also zoned C-2-B
on the north (right) side by Ivy Drive, and by single-family houses across Willow Road in
the City of East Palo Alto. In addition, a mix of commercial, institutional, office, and
research and development uses are located across Willow Road in the City of Menlo Park
and reflect the greater M-2 zoned area. To the rear of the subject site are R-1-U zoned,
single-family homes along Carlton Avenue. The existing site has alley access from both
Ivy Drive and Newbridge Street. These alleys connect to a frontage road between the
subject site’s existing front lot line and Willow Road. The frontage road provides vehicular
access and parking for the site, but is not within the existing property boundaries. A block
wall designed with interspersed metal railing separates the frontage road from Willow
Road.
Project Description
The proposed project, as shown in Attachment B, is comprised of a 90-unit affordable
senior housing complex consisting of primarily one-bedroom units with a few two-bedroom
units, and a variety of common open space and on-site amenities for the residents,
including a large community room, a separate lounge, an exercise room, a meeting room,
and a large laundry room, all on the first floor. There is also a computer lab room and a
smaller laundry room on the second floor. All units have full kitchens, large private decks,
and are designed for accessibility. The proposed development results in a net increase of
42 affordable dwelling units to the City’s housing stock. Below is a summary of the mix of
unit types and the range of square footages.
Unit Type Mix Summary
Number of
Bedrooms

Number of
Units

Square Footage
Range

One Bedroom

86

522-549 sf

Two Bedroom

4

767 sf

The existing development would be demolished and all of the residents would be
relocated. The applicant has outlined a draft relocation plan to assist the existing tenants.
The existing senior residents on-site will be temporarily relocated off-site for no more than
12 months. Non-senior residents will be permanently relocated and provided options for
relocation, which include the choice to relocate to the Gateway Family Apartments at the
1300 block of Willow Road or another property operated by Mid-Peninsula Housing, or be
offered Section 8 tenant based vouchers.
To facilitate the proposed development, the applicant is seeking the following items from
the City. The various components are needed to make MidPen’s project feasible and will
be reviewed in separate, but concurrent review processes.
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R-4-S compliance determination from the Community Development Director
following a study session by the Planning Commission on May 18, 2015.
The Community Development Director’s decision is final.
Abandonment of a portion of right-of-way along Willow Road, sidewalk
easement, and public utility easements (PUE) to address current circulation
and access challenges, and the establishment of a new public utility
easement within the property boundary. With the proposed abandonment,
the existing right-of-way from the western edge of Willow Road would be
reduced from 59 feet, 3 inches to 25 feet, 3 inches. The right-of-way,
sidewalk easements, and PUE abandonments would be reviewed through a
three-step process, requiring 1) notification of intent to abandon the right-ofway and PUEs by the City Council, 2) review by the Planning Commission
for General Plan consistency, and 3) the adoption of a resolution to abandon
the right-of-way and PUEs by the City Council. The City Council adopted a
resolution of intention to abandon the right-of-way and PUEs at its May 5,
2015 meeting. The Planning Commission will be reviewing the proposed
abandonments, and providing a recommendation on its General Plan
consistency as a separate item at the May 18, 2015 Planning Commission
meeting.
Use permit for a seven foot tall fence located within the required five-foot
front setback to create distinct public and secured private areas. The
proposed fence, however, would require a conditional use permit to increase
the maximum height from four feet to seven feet within the front setback.
Approval of the proposed fence would be subject to findings of a conditional
use permit.
Heritage tree removal permits for the removal of 22 heritage trees due to
health and site constraints for placement of the new building.
As part of the City’s 2013-14 Notice of Funding Availability (NOFA) process,
MidPen Housing was selected as the recipient for up to $3.2 million from the
City’s below market rate (BMR) housing funds for the proposed
development. The City Council adopted a resolution for the funding in
September 2014.

As part of the project, the applicant is proposing to apply the Affordable Housing Overlay
(AHO), which is outlined in Chapter 16.98 of the Zoning Ordinance. Use of the AHO
results in a density bonus and other modifications to the development standards in
exchange for the provision of affordable housing units. The modifications are permitted
per the AHO regulations, subject to meeting specific affordability criteria, and shall not be
interpreted to require a discretionary approval. For example, in this case, the development
is 100 percent affordable to extremely-low and very low-income residents. With the
proposed affordability levels, the project is eligible for a 60 percent density bonus or a
maximum density of 48 dwelling units per acre (du/ac) where 30 du/ac would otherwise be
the maximum permitted. The increased density bonus is just one of the incentives in the
AHO. Other project modifications, as permitted through the use of the AHO, are identified
later in the report. The proposed development would be deed restricted for extremely-low
and very low-income senior (age 62 years and older) households. Per the AHO
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regulations, the applicant shall execute an agreement with the City to ensure that
continued affordability for a period not less than 55 years.
The table below shows the mix of affordability by unit type.

Extremely LowIncome (up to 30%
of Area Median
Income)

Very-Low Income
(31% to 50% of
the Area Median
Income)

One-bedroom Unit

8

78

Two-bedroom Unit

1

2

1*

Total

9

80

1

Non-Restricted

*Manager’s Unit

The data table on the next page compares the proposed project with the development
regulations of the R-4-S zoning district. Density bonuses and other zoning modifications
pursuant to the Affordable Housing Overlay (Chapter 16.98) are used on this project as
permitted for properties zoned R-4-S (AHO). Density is based on the existing net property
size prior to changes in the City right-of-way.
The project has been designed to meet all the development regulations and would not
trigger additional use permit review for a modification to a development standard of the R4-S zone with the AHO. Both the R-4-S and the AHO standards are noted in the chart.
Where the applicant is proposing to use the AHO standard, the item is highlighted for ease
of reference. In addition to compliance with the applicable design standards, the proposed
development meets many of the design guidelines established in the R-4-S zoning district.
Information and evaluation relative to the R-4-S zone’s standards and guidelines are
further discussed within this project description section of the report.
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R-4-S Regulation

1

Proposed Project
Development

Minimum Lot Area

20,000 sf

98,733 sf; (2.27acres)
Existing Lot

Minimum Lot Width

100 ft.

Approx. 700 ft.

Minimum Lot Depth

100 ft.

Approx. 140 ft. (existing lot)

minimum

20 du/ac

maximum

30 du/ac (48 du/ac with AHO 60% bonus)

90 units (39.6 du/ac); based on
existing lot area

10 ft. (5 ft. with AHO)

12 ft., 11 in.

Interior Side

10 ft., except may be reduced to 5 ft. abutting a
private access easement

Left – 36 ft., 7 in.
Right – 98 ft., 9 in.

Corner Side

10 ft.

N/A

Rear

10 ft.

20 ft., 2 in.

Increase on an even gradient from 60% for 20
du/ac to 90% for 30 du/ac (155% AHO)

80% (79,096 sf)

Maximum Building Coverage

40% (45% AHO)

37% (36,780 sf)

Minimum Open Space
(Landscaping)

25% (15% AHO)

36% (35,650 sf)

40 ft. (48 ft. with AHO)

44 ft.

Starting at a height of 25 feet (32 feet with AHO), a
45-degree building profile shall be set at the
minimum setback line contiguous with a public
right-of-way or single-family zoned property.

Complies

Density

Front

Minimum
Yards

Maximum
Floor Area Ratio

Height

Maximum
building
height

Building Profile

Vehicular

Parking

Electric
Vehicle

Bicycle

2 spaces for units w/ 2 or more bedrooms; 1.5
spaces for 1 bedroom unit; 1 space per studio.
Spaces cannot be located in required front yard
setbacks or in tandem (Requirement reduced to
0.8 per dwelling unit per AHO for Senior housing;
72 total spaces required).
A minimum of 3 percent of the required number of
parking spaces shall provide dedicated electric
vehicle/plug-in hybrid electric charging stations
(1.5% or 2 spaces with AHO) and a minimum of 2
percent of the required number of parking spaces
shall be pre-wired for such equipment (1.0% or 1
space with AHO).
Long term – 1 space per unit where a private
garage (per unit) is not provided (reduced to 0.5
spaces per unit with AHO; 45 required)

79 spaces

Dedicated charging stations –
2 spaces
Pre-wired charging stations –
1 spaces

Long term – 45 spaces
Short term (visitor) – 9 spaces

Short term (visitor) – 1 space per every 10 units
(9 required)
1

A development regulation, except for floor area ratio and density, may be modified subject to a use permit established in Chapter 16.82.
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Site Layout and Design
The site is very wide and shallow, which influences the orientation of the proposed
building. The building program has been broken into three volumes—a center 3-story
volume closer to Willow Road and two two-story wings set back about 30 feet from the
front of the center volume. The building’s modulation reduces the long corridor effect and
also reduces the perceived width of the building from the street. Because the two-story
building wings are offset from the 3-story portion of the building, the two wings visually
terminate at the community open space adjacent to lobbies and community rooms. All
units are accessed from interior hallways and are arranged off of double loaded interior
corridors. All units have living rooms, bedrooms, and balconies facing either Willow Road
or the rear property line.
The three-story center portion of the building is located setback approximately 60 feet from
the adjacent single-family residential uses to the rear of the site and setback
approximately 47 feet from the proposed new property line along Willow Road. The height
of the three-story portion of the building is 44 feet tall at the ridgeline and reduces to 36
feet, 4 inches for the two-story portions of the building. The eaves are about 32 feet above
grade, giving the structure some prominence on the street for the three-story portion. The
eaves are about 23 feet above grade facing the rear lot line and single-family residences
beyond. Shadow studies were provided with the plan set on sheets A1.07 and A1.08.
However, the shadow studies will need to be revised and resubmitted for further staff
review as the shadows are shown with the same shadow direction and length over the
course of the day and for different times of the year in the examples. The height, massing
and location of the structures suggest, however, that shadows on the residential property
to the rear will be modest due to the taller building being set closer to the street and the
low pitch roof absent of cross gables or similar projections above the eave on the rear side
of the buildings. Staff will ensure that the updated shade and shadow studies comply with
Section 16.23.070(10)(a)(1) in the R-4-S standards.
Architecturally, the buildings have traditional gable forms rendered in simple modern
manner to articulate solid and void patterns and horizontal lines at roof edges and
materials. Roof eaves and ridges run parallel to Willow Road. The wide facades are
modulated with breaks in the walls and roof form. The sections of façade at the taller roof
forms are repetitive, but at the wall face shows variation in façade treatment. Stucco is
used at these locations to accentuate order and proportion on the wall face as well as to
create material and color contrast on the façade. To achieve this, strong rectangular,
stucco-clad wall planes about three-quarters the height of the façade are placed forward
on the elevation. These planes have large rectangular openings and are painted white to
contrast with the darker color siding and roof shingles.
The stucco is stated to be a 30/30 fine sand texture, and a 2-foot by 2-foot sample is to be
provided for review at the Planning Commission study session. A 30/30 fine sand texture
would not be as smooth as a smooth steel trowel finish, but would comply with the R-4-S
design standard. In this instance, stucco is used as an accent material on the façade and
the primary wall surface is smooth surface fiber cement lap siding with an 8-inch vertical
exposure painted a medium grey-brown. Recessed wall planes use a secondary siding.
This is a smooth surface fiber cement lap siding with a 4-inch vertical exposure painted
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almost brick red. Deck railings have 1x3 stained cedar horizontal slats in a medium brown
that relate to the horizontal pattern of the siding. The proposed roof color and material are
medium grey asphalt shingles. The proposed variation in colors and materials provide
visual interest to the building.
Windows are white vinyl with no grills or muntin bars on the apartment units and are clear
anodized aluminum at lobby entrances. Windows are recessed from the face of the stucco
wall or siding 2 inches as required in the R-4-S standards. Where windows are on walls
with horizontal siding a cedar trim is used around the window and at the sill. At stucco
walls, the windows are recessed with no trim.
The color scheme is based on variations of grey, brown, red and white. Colors and
materials are used well on the façade to demonstrate vertical or horizontal proportion and
to achieve deliberate but not harsh contrast, except for at the white stucco walls where the
contrast appears intentional.
Parking and Site Circulation
Vehicular access to the site is via two existing alleys from either Newbrdige Street or Ivy
Drive. The site’s internal circulation and parking surrounds the property on three sides,
excluding the rear. The majority of the proposed parking is located in front of the building
adjacent to Willow Road, and is divided into north and south parking lots connected by
decorative paving.
Sliding vehicle gates are provided at each access point. The gates are not visible from the
public street. Vehicular access for guests is from the existing alley off of Ivy Drive. There
are nine parking spaces, including one disabled space, located outside of the secured
parking area. There is also a pedestrian gate at the sidewalk next to the vehicular gate.
Short-term bicycle parking is within the secured area next to the building entries. Longterm parking for residents’ bicycles is within the building in storage rooms.
Guests arriving by car walk from the visitor parking area around the front of the building to
the main entrance. The main building entrance is also accessible for pedestrians or public
transit users via a secure entry gate off the Willow Road sidewalk. The entry gate is
directly forward of the entry with defined paving and visible through the proposed
perforated metal fencing.
A total of 79 parking spaces are proposed, which exceeds the AHO parking requirement of
0.8 spaces per unit by seven parking spaces. All parking spaces are proposed to be
uncovered and located at-grade in the parking lot.
Open Space, Common Areas, and Landscaping
Open space requirements are met by a combination of private decks and community open
space. All the units are intended to have private decks/balconies sized to meet the R-4-S
private open space requirement, which requires a minimum of 80 square feet and
minimum dimensions of six feet by six feet per design standard 7(a)(1). However,
adjustments to the balconies may be needed to comply with the setback requirement
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adjacent to single-family residences at the rear of the property. If these balconies need to
be reduced in size or eliminated, the proposal continues to appear to meet the minimum
open space requirements. The site layout includes the primary common open space at the
back of the building. This space is 240 feet wide by 60 feet deep and a mixture of
landscape and hardscape. The landscape plan shows two separate sitting or activity
areas. There is also an outdoor seating area next to the main entrance, and a vegetable
garden in front of the building next to the south parking lot.
Landscape, including sidewalks and similar paving, account for 36 percent of the site area,
with 25 percent being the minimum R-4-S requirement. Most of the landscaped area is
around the perimeter of the site, but the main community open space accounts for almost
15 percent of the site area. There is also the paved area between the parking lots that can
be used informally as outdoor space, but is not included towards meeting the minimum
landscape and open space requirements.
The proposed landscape plan shows new street trees along Willow Road as well as
enhanced landscaping both forward of the fence line where the fence is set back from the
front lot line and behind the fence where it is located on the front lot line. To discourage
graffiti, the applicant is proposing low plantings between the back of sidewalk and property
line along Willow Road. The planting area is fairly deep and landscape is layered to make
access to the fence less convenient. The exact location, size and species of the plantings
and street trees will be coordinated between the City and the applicant who will be
completing the work. In addition, the applicant proposes a comprehensive on-site
landscaping plan, in conjunction with the work in the right-of-way. A plant list is provided
on sheet L2.01, but the specific quantities, size and species have not yet been finalized,
and the landscape plan showing the placement of the trees and plants is also evolving.
Staff will ensure that landscape plan complies with the R-4-S standard to include a
minimum number of trees along the perimeter of the property and that the plan includes a
variety of landscaping to enhance the site.
The plans show a new seven-foot fence within the front setback along Willow Road, which
is taller than permitted without approval of a use permit. Since the fence regulations are
distinct from the R-4-S standards, the review of the fence will be discussed by the
Planning Commission as a separate action item from the R-4-S study session.
Heritage Tree Removals
The applicant is requesting to remove 22 of the 28 heritage trees on the subject site. The
trees are generally in good condition and are primarily raywood ash and white alder. Due
to the location of a proposed 30-foot PUE along the front property line and a 20-foot PUE
along the rear property line, there are potential site constraints to where a building can be
sited and to the number of replacement trees that can properly fit on the site. Staff will
continue to coordinate with the City Arborist and the applicant on the proposed heritage
tree removals, replacement trees and revised landscape plan.
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Correspondence
Staff has not received any correspondence regarding the proposed project.
Compliance Review and Next Steps
Based on staff’s initial review of the plans, the proposed development generally complies
with the R-4-S requirements subject to final review of the project data, and clarifications to
the shadow studies, submittal of a revised landscape plan with total tree counts for
heritage replacement trees and street trees, and other landscape clarifications related to
the resolution of the right-of-way depth on Willow Road.
Following the Planning Commission’s study session on the proposed development, the
Community Development Director and the applicant will take the comments into
consideration and make changes, if appropriate. Following a final review of an updated
and coordinated plan set, it is the intent of the Community Development Director to issue
the compliance review letter. The decision of the Community Development Director will be
final. The proposed fence will be reviewed and acted upon separately by the Planning
Commission and the public right-of-way and easement abandonments will be acted upon
by the City Council.
During the building permit stage, minor design and/or material changes are often
requested to accommodate building code requirements, changes in market demand,
availability of materials, and/or preference. Unless the changes comprehensively modify
the scale or look of the proposal, the changes would be reviewed at a staff level only and
not return to the Planning Commission.
The purpose of the study session is to receive input on the proposal’s compliance relative
to the R-4-S (AHO) development regulations, design standards, and guidelines. At the
meeting, no formal action will be taken by the Planning Commission. The Planning
Commission's review is advisory only and will be taken into consideration as part of the
Community Development Director's compliance determination.
ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW
The proposed project was analyzed in the Housing Element Update, General Plan
Consistency Update, and Zoning Ordinance Amendments Environmental Assessment,
certified by the City Council on May 21, 2013. Because the compliance review process is a
non-discretionary process, ministerial items, such as the R-4-S compliance review, are
exempt from the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).
RECOMMENDED MEETING PROCEDURE
Staff recommends that the meeting be conducted as follows:
1. Project Presentation by Applicant
2. Commission Questions on Project Proposal
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3. Public Comment on Project Proposal
4. Commission Comments on Project Proposal
Report prepared by:
Arnold Mammarella,
Planning Consultant
Report reviewed by:
Deanna Chow,
Senior Planner

PUBLIC NOTICE
Public notification consisted of publishing a courtesy notice in the local newspaper and
notification by mail of owners and occupants within a 300-foot radius of the subject
property. No action will be taken at the meeting. The Community Development Director
shall make the determination on the Compliance Review and the determination is final.
ATTACHMENTS
A. Location Map
B. Project Plans
Note: Attached are reduced versions of maps and diagrams submitted by the applicants.
The accuracy of the information in these drawings is the responsibility of the applicants,
and verification of the accuracy by City Staff is not always possible. The original full-scale
maps, drawings and exhibits are available for public viewing at the Community
Development Department.
EXHIBITS TO BE PROVIDED AT MEETING
 Colors and Materials Board
 2’ x 2’ Stucco Sample
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