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Regular Business:  El Camino Real/Downtown Specific Plan – Biennial 

Review 

 

Recommendation 

Staff recommends that the Planning Commission conduct the biennial review of the El Camino 

Real/Downtown Specific Plan. The review includes consideration of the Maximum Allowable Development 

status and other informational updates, and direction regarding potential modifications to the Specific Plan. 

The Planning Commission will be considering public input and providing a recommendation to the City 

Council.  

 

Policy Issues 

The multi-year El Camino Real/Downtown Vision Plan and Specific Plan processes resulted in extensive 

policy clarifications and changes related to land use and transportation issues, as described in detail in the 

El Camino Real/Downtown Specific Plan. In particular, the adopted Specific Plan is intended to embody 

the following Guiding Principles: 

 

 Enhance Public Space 

 Generate Vibrancy 

 Sustain Menlo Park's Village Character 

 Enhance Connectivity 

 Promote Healthy Living and Sustainability 

 

As discussed in more detail later, the Specific Plan’s Ongoing Review requirement was established to 

ensure that it is functioning as intended, as well as to consider the policy-related implications of various 

Plan aspects. The staff-recommended modifications described in this report are intended to support and 

enhance the adopted Guiding Principles, and the Planning Commission and City Council may consider 

additional modifications and overall policy issues as part of this review.  

 

The Planning Commission and City Council will separately be considering the General Plan update (also 

known as ConnectMenlo) at upcoming meetings. Staff has considered the recommended Specific Plan 

changes with regard to the draft General Plan Goals, Policies and Programs, and believes them to be 

consistent.  
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Background 

Vision Plan and Specific Plan Development 
Between 2007 and 2012, the City conducted an extensive long-range planning project for the El Camino 
Real corridor and the Downtown area. The commencement of this project represented a reaction to a 
number of high-visibility vacant parcels and several requests for development-specific General Plan and 
Zoning Ordinance Amendments, and the resulting desire for an approach that would instead be 
comprehensive, long-term, and community-focused. The planning process acknowledged from the 
beginning that Menlo Park is a community with diverse and deeply-held opinions regarding development, 
but noted that a deliberate and transparent process would provide the best option for a positive outcome. 
 
The project started with a visioning project (Phase I: 2007-2008) to identify the core values and goals of 
the community and to define the structure of the second phase of planning. The culmination of the first 
phase of work was the City Council’s unanimous acceptance of the Vision Plan in July 2008. The Vision 
Plan established 12 overarching goals for the project area, which served as the foundation for the 
subsequent Specific Plan. The Specific Plan process (Phase II: 2009-2012) was an approximately $1.69 
million planning process informed by review of an Environmental Impact Report (EIR) and Fiscal Impact 
Analysis (FIA) and had as a key objective the establishment of a comprehensive, action-oriented set of 
rules, which would establish much greater clarity and specificity with regard to development, with both 
respect to rights as well as requirements.  
 
Both the Vision Plan and Specific Plan processes benefited from extensive community involvement, with 
excellent attendance at workshops and related events, as well as regular public review by a diverse 
Oversight and Outreach Committee. In total, the Vision Plan and/or Specific Plan were an agendized topic 
of discussion at over 90 public meetings over five years, including at least 28 City Council sessions and 18 
Planning Commission sessions. The planning projects were promoted by numerous citywide 
newsletters/postcards, in addition to promotions at the downtown block parties, updates to Chamber of 
Commerce, newspaper coverage, and regular email alerts. Each phase of the project was guided by a 
consulting firm with technical expertise in the required tasks. 
 
In June 2012, the City Council unanimously approved the Plan and related actions, following a unanimous 
recommendation for approval from the Planning Commission. The 356-page Specific Plan, filled with 
extensive new standards, guidelines, and illustrations, primarily replaced two zoning districts that together 
constituted slightly more than two pages of text in the Zoning Ordinance (which itself was last 
comprehensively revised in 1967). Full information on the Vision and Specific Plan projects (including staff 
reports, meeting video, environmental and fiscal review documents, analysis memos, and workshop 
presentations and summaries) is available on the City’s web site at: menlopark.org/specificplan.  
 
Initial Review (2013) 
The initial implementation of the ongoing review requirement occurred a year after the Specific Plan’s 
adoption, in 2013, at which point the Planning Commission and City Council received public input, 
discussed a wide range of options, and directed that staff prepare formal amendments for the following 
topics: 
 

1. Revise text to clarify that implementation of the “Burgess Park Linkage/Open Space Plaza” public 

space improvement is not dependent on the High Speed Rail project; 

2. Eliminate “Platinum LEED (Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design) Certified Buildings” as a 

suggested Public Benefit Bonus element; and  

3. For new medical/dental office uses on El Camino Real, establish an absolute maximum of 33,333 
square feet per development project.  

 

http://www.menlopark.org/specificplan
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Following that direction in late 2013, the Planning Division had a number of staffing changes that delayed 
work on the Specific Plan amendments, but the formal revisions were presented and approved in October 
2014, and are currently in effect. 

 

Analysis 

Ongoing Review Requirement 
The approved Specific Plan requires the following as part of Chapter G (“Implementation”): 
 

Ongoing Review of Specific Plan 
The Specific Plan constitutes a significant and complex revision of the existing regulations, and 
there may be aspects of the plan that do not function precisely as intended when applied to actual 
future development proposals and public improvement projects. In order to address such issues 
comprehensively, as well as to consider the policy-related implications of various Plan aspects, the 
Specific Plan recommends that the City conduct an initial review of the Specific Plan one year after 
adoption. In addition, the Specific Plan recommends that the City conduct an ongoing review every 
two years after the initial review. Such reviews should be conducted with both the Planning 
Commission and City Council, and should incorporate public input. Any modifications that result 
from this review should be formally presented for Planning Commission review and City Council 
action. Minor technical modifications would generally be anticipated to be covered by the current 
Program EIR analysis, while substantive changes not covered by the Program EIR would require 
additional review. 

 
In the Draft Specific Plan (April 2010), this requirement had been recommended as a one-time “Near-Term 
Review,” within a two- to four-year timeframe. However, during the review of the Draft Final Specific Plan 
(April 2012), the Planning Commission recommended that this be changed to an ongoing review, 
conducted every two years. As part of the final approvals of the Specific Plan (June 2012), the City 
Council endorsed this recommendation, with a modification to start the initial review one year after 
adoption.  

As described by the Specific Plan, the ongoing review is neither explicitly focused nor limited in scope. 
However, the term “review” itself provides some guidance, in contrast to more leading terms like 
“reconsider,” “reopen,” or “revise.” In addition, the reference to whether the Specific Plan is functioning as 
intended implies that aspects that were clearly discussed (and in many cases, modified from initial drafts) 
during earlier reviews should not necessarily be reviewed in perpetuity.  
 
Maximum Allowable Development and Recent/Current Development Proposals  
The Specific Plan establishes a maximum allowable net new development cap, which is intended to reflect 
likely development over the Specific Plan’s intended 20- to 30-year timeframe. Development in excess of 
these thresholds requires amending the Specific Plan and conducting additional environmental review. 
Specifically, the approved Specific Plan states the following as part of Chapter G (“Implementation”): 
 

Maximum Allowable Development 
The Specific Plan establishes the maximum allowable net new development as follows: 
 

 Residential uses: 680 units; and 

 Non-residential uses, including retail, office and hotel: 474,000 Square Feet. 
 
The Specific Plan divides the maximum allowable development between residential and non-
residential uses as shown, recognizing the particular impacts from residential development (e.g., 
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on schools and parks) while otherwise allowing market forces to determine the final combination of 
development types over time. 
 
The Planning Division shall at all times maintain a publicly available record of: 
 

 The total amount of allowable residential units and non-residential square footage under the 
Specific Plan, as provided above; 

 The total number of residential units and non-residential square footage for which entitlements 
and building permits have been granted; 

 The total number of residential units and non-residential square footage removed due to 
building demolition; and 

 The total allowable number of residential units and non-residential square footage remaining 
available. 

 
The Planning Division shall provide the Planning Commission and City Council with yearly 
informational updates of this record. After the granting of entitlements or building permits for 80 
percent or more of either the maximum residential units or maximum non-residential square 
footage, the Community Development Director will report to the City Council. The Council would 
then consider whether it wished to consider amending the Plan and completing the required 
environmental review, or the Council could choose to make no changes in the Plan. Any 
development proposal that would result in either more residences or more commercial 
development than permitted by the Specific Plan would be required to apply for an amendment to 
the Specific Plan and complete the necessary environmental review. 

 
The biennial review provides an opportunity for an informational update regarding these development 
thresholds. The project summary table included as Attachment A represents a summary of applications 
with square footage implications that have been submitted since the Specific Plan became effective. This 
table does not include applications that only affect the exterior aesthetics of an existing structure. For 
example, an architectural refresh of the exterior of the building at 1090 El Camino Real was approved in 
February 2014 as part of a new restaurant use, where existing square footage was reallocated between 
floors but no net new square footage was proposed. In addition, the table does not include proposals that 
have not yet submitted a complete project application. For example, two new mixed-use concepts at 1275 
El Camino Real and 706 Santa Cruz Avenue are currently being contemplated, and the respective owners 
have submitted fee deposits to enable pre-application inquiries and meetings with staff. However, full 
project plans and other required application elements have not yet been submitted for those potential 
projects. 
 
As was the case at the initial review in 2013, the Specific Plan area still has not yet benefitted from 
substantial redevelopment. The 612 College Avenue project is the only completely new project to receive 
discretionary entitlements, and it is both limited in scale (four dwelling units) and still in the building permit 
review process. Since the 2013 review, six new projects have been submitted, all of which include 
comprehensive site redevelopment. Of these six, three are proposed at the Base density level and three 
are proposed at the Public Benefit Bonus level. For the three projects proposed at the Public Benefit 
Bonus level, Planning Commission study sessions have thus far been held for 650 Live Oak Avenue and 
1020 Alma Street. (The Public Benefit Bonus process is also discussed in a following section.) The 
Planning Commission is tentatively scheduled to consider action on one of the Base level proposals (1295 
El Camino Real) at the August 17, 2015 meeting. 
 
Process Improvements 
As individual projects have been reviewed, staff identified a need to assist applicants with the significantly 
more detailed requirements of the Specific Plan, including associated CEQA (California Environmental 
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Quality Act) mitigations. In response, staff has created a Development Guide section of the Specific Plan 
project page: menlopark.org/developmentguide 
 
This page describes application submittal requirements, including the Standards/Guidelines Compliance 
Worksheet that is necessary to confirm adherence to the Plan’s detailed design requirements, and 
identifies typical fees and other unique requirements of development in this area. Staff has also instituted 
a requirement for a staff-level pre-application design meeting, to ensure that applicants understand key 
requirements (e.g., the Major Vertical Façade Modulation standard), prior to locking in other aspects of the 
proposal. Staff has received positive feedback so far from applicants on the Development Guide and the 
pre-application design meeting. 
 
Green Building Certification Update 
Specific Plan Standard E.3.8.03 requires that all residential and/or mixed use developments of sufficient 
size, and major alterations of existing buildings be certification at the LEED silver level or higher. In 
accordance with the Specific Plan, verification of attainment of LEED silver level or higher may be 
achieved through LEED certification through the United States Green Building Council (USGBC) or 
through a City-approved outside auditor. Currently, projects are required to obtain certification through the 
USGBC as the City currently does not have an outside auditor program in place.  
 
As part of the ongoing effort to identify ways to streamline the review process, staff from the Planning and 
Environmental Programs Divisions explored the possibility of setting up a City-approved outside auditor 
program, with the intent that the auditor program could result in potential cost and time savings as 
compared to review and certification through the USGBC. In the course of gathering information, it 
became apparent that the outside auditor program could incur similar costs and require similar review 
timelines as the USGBC certification process. Furthermore, the outside auditor program would likely 
require additional staff resources to oversee its implementation. As there does not appear to be any cost 
or time savings through setting up an outside auditor program, staff has determined that it would not be 
advantageous to pursue this option at this time. 
 
Public Benefit Bonus Review 
The Specific Plan established two tiers of development: 1) Base: Intended to inherently address key 
community goals, and 2) Public Benefit Bonus: Absolute maximums subject to provision of negotiated 
public benefit. The Public Benefit Bonus process, including background on how the structured negotiation 
process was selected relative to other procedural options, is described on Specific Plan pages E16-E17. 
In general, the Plan was developed under the assumption that most development proposals would be at 
the Base level, with requirements set up to achieve intrinsic benefits and greater certainty for both the 
community and applicants. However, the Specific Plan allowed for a limited set of uniquely-positive 
proposals to be considered under the structured Public Benefit Bonus process. 
 
A small Public Benefit Bonus was granted for one Specific Plan proposal, a unique hotel conversion 
project at 555 Glenwood Avenue, but otherwise this discretionary review process has not yet been fully 
conducted for any project. On May 18, 2015, the Planning Commission held study sessions on proposals 
at 650-660 Live Oak Avenue and 1020 Alma Street, which provided an opportunity to review the 
applicants’ respective proposals and consider an independent financial analysis performed by a consultant 
overseen by staff. 
 
Commissioners Kadvany and Onken have prepared a presentation regarding a potential change to how 
Public Benefit Bonus projects could be valued, which is included as Attachment B. Commissioners 
Kadvany and Onken will discuss these concepts in more detail at the August 3, 2015 meeting. Staff has 
not been able to consider the specifics in detail at the time of this report’s publication, but generally 

http://www.menlopark.org/956/Development-Guide
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understands the proposal as something that would not require modifications to the Specific Plan itself, but 
rather could be a change to how the existing case-by-case Public Benefit Bonus review is implemented.  
 
Options for Specific Plan Modifications 

The Planning Commission and City Council may consider a range of options, from making limited/no 

changes to the Specific Plan, to embarking on a completely new multi-year community planning project. 

As the Commission considers potential changes to the Specific Plan, staff recommends keeping in mind: 

 

 What is the basis for the proposed change? In particular, based on the projects that have been 
approved and/or proposed since the Specific Plan was adopted, why is the change warranted? 

 How would the change support the overall project objectives (Vision Plan Goals + Specific Plan 
Guiding Principles)? A modification may appear to enhance one goal/principle when viewed in 
isolation, but not when considered in relation to all objectives. 

 Within the Specific Plan itself, would the change have any ripple effects for other aspects of the Plan? 
Many elements are interrelated, and what appears to be a small positive change in one area could 
have negative consequences for another part of the Specific Plan. 

 Was the change previously considered during the Specific Plan development process? If so, is there 
substantive new information justifying the change? 

 Could the change affect the Housing Element, the in-progress General Plan update, or other City 
plans/projects? 

 
Recommended Modifications 
noted in the Specific Plan’s “Ongoing Review” section, the Plan is a significant and complex revision of the 
regulations that previously applied, and there may be unanticipated consequences in how different 
requirements interact with each other or different development sites. As actual project proposals have 
been considered, staff has noted several topics that may warrant formal modification. The following list 
summarizes the issue and relevant case(s) and identifies the general direction of the recommended 
change. However, staff is not necessarily specifying detailed revisions at this stage, in order to allow for a 
range of solutions to be considered. 

 

 Rear Setback: Specific Plan Figure E7 clearly relays setback requirements for front and corner side 
setbacks. However, in districts where a rear setback applies (for example, the ECR SW and ECR NE-
R districts, which adjoin lower-density residential districts and which have such setbacks to provide an 
appropriate transition), a parcel’s orientation may make it unclear where the rear setback applies. For 
example, an initial concept for the 612 College Avenue proposal made an incorrect assumption as to 
the location of the rear of the property, as the parcel’s primary usable front is located perpendicular to 
the Specific Plan area boundary. That proposal was corrected, but new text and a basic summary 
graphic could help relay that the rear setback applies to the boundary between a Specific Plan parcel 
and an adjacent residential area. [Note: this concept was identified during the 2013 initial review as 
something that could potentially be addressed in a clarification/interpretation memo, but staff now 
believes that it would be best incorporated into the Specific Plan itself] 
 

 Maximum Side Setback: The Zoning Ordinance has long had minimum setback requirements, but the 
Specific Plan also introduced new standards for maximum front and interior side setbacks, which are 
intended to ensure a consistent building form in this area. Staff believes the maximum front and side 
setbacks are working as intended, but has identified an issue with how the maximum side setback 
interacts with other portions of the Zoning Ordinance to create unintended consequences. Specifically, 
during review of the 1020 Alma Street project (still under consideration), the applicant and staff 
determined that the maximum side setback standard (25 feet) would require the removal of a heritage 
tree on one side of the property, which was not the preference of the applicant or staff. In concept, this 
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initially seemed like an opportunity to consider a variance due to the unique hardship of the heritage 
tree location. However, variances are limited to no more than 50 percent of the standard in question, 
which here means that a 37.5-foot setback is the maximum that could be requested, which is still not 
sufficient to preserve this tree. For the 1020 Alma Street proposal specifically, staff has identified a 
potential workaround for a tree protection easement, which would permit the building setback to be 
measured from the easement edge, but this is not necessarily an ideal solution for all projects. As a 
result, staff is recommending that the Specific Plan (and/or the Zoning Ordinance) be amended to 
specify that the 50 percent limit no longer apply to the maximum side setback requirement. If approved, 
such a change would potentially enable other projects to preserve heritage trees or address other 
unique site conditions, subject to case-by-case variance review. 
 

 Sidewalks: The Specific Plan currently requires 11- to 15-foot wide sidewalks along most public right-
of-ways, where 15 feet is typically required east of El Camino Real and 11 to 12 feet is typically 
required west of El Camino Real. The Specific Plan is silent on the sidewalk requirements on some 
side streets, such as Glenwood Avenue within the ECR NE (El Camino Real North-East) and ECR NE-
R (El Camino Real North-East – Residential Emphasis) districts, as well as a few others within the 
Specific Plan area. These appear to be accidental omissions. The project at 1400 El Camino Real (still 
under consideration), located at the corner of El Camino Real and Glenwood Avenue, is directly 
affected by the lack of sidewalk standards along Glenwood Avenue. For this project, staff has been 
working with the applicant to determine the appropriate sidewalk width in consideration of a unique 
addition of a right turn pocket that would be required along the site’s Glenwood Avenue frontage. In 
order to provide clarification on the sidewalk requirements for future projects along the omitted streets, 
staff recommends amending the development standards in the affected Specific Plan zoning districts 
to include sidewalk standards for all streets that currently do not have such standards. Existing 
sidewalk standards would remain unchanged. Staff anticipates that the recommended sidewalk widths 
would fall within the current range of 11 to 15 feet. 
 

 Hotel Parking Rate: Specific Plan Table F2 establishes a single parking rate for hotels of 1.25 spaces 
per room. This parking rate is based on hotels with supporting facilities that are publicly accessible, 
such as conference rooms, restaurants, bars, and independent health club facilities. During review of 
the 555 Glenwood Avenue (Marriott Residence Inn) and 727 El Camino Real (Mermaid Inn), both of 
which are approved, staff determined that these hotel uses are materially distinct from the Specific 
Plan’s listed hotel rate due to limited provision of publicly-accessible support facilities. Similarly, the 
boutique hotel project at 1400 El Camino Real, which is currently under review, also proposes limited 
support facilities. For all three hotel projects, the Transportation Manager has indicated that it would be 
appropriate to apply a lower parking rate for limited-service hotel uses. The continued application of a 
reduced parking rate appropriate for similar limited-service hotel use does not require any change to 
the Specific Plan (the Transportation Manager is allowed to approve a rate for a use type not listed in 
Table F2), but a more formal clarification would benefit potential applicants proposing similar hotel 
types. The recently adopted Economic Development Plan includes recommendations to encourage 
hotel development in order to grow and diversify the City’s revenue source. Reducing the parking 
requirement for limited-service hotel developments would incentivize this use by reducing overall costs 
associated with development. Staff recommends formalization of lower parking rates for limited-service 
hotel uses to better reflect actual parking needs, as well as to encourage hotel development. 
 

 Personal Improvement Services Parking Rate: Specific Plan Table F2 establishes the parking rates for 
residential and commercial uses most frequently occurring within the Specific Plan area. One use for 
which staff has received regular inquiries is personal improvement services, which is defined as 
follows: 
 
Provision of instructional services or related facilities, including photography, fine arts, crafts, dance, or 
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music studios; driving schools; and diet centers, reducing salons, spas, and single-purpose fitness 
studios, such as yoga studios or aerobics studios. This classification is intended for more small-scale 
storefront locations and is distinguishable from small-scale commercial recreation uses that tend to 
occupy larger sites and generate more noise. 
 
Personal improvement services are permitted in all Specific Plan land use designations, subject to 
restrictions in most designations, including limitations on the size of individual establishments (i.e., no 
more than 5,000 square feet in the El Camino Real Mixed Use/Residential, Downtown/Station Area 
Retail/Mixed Use, and Downtown Adjacent Office/Residential land use designations) or location (i.e., 
allowed only on the upper floors within the Downtown/Station Area Main Street Overlay). Overall, 
personal improvement services offer community-serving amenities, and many establishments have the 
ability to exert some control over its parking demand through appointment-based and/or regularly 
scheduled services. As there is no established parking rate for personal improvement service uses, 
any such use proposing to occupy a tenant space that previously had a non-personal-improvement 
(which is most often the case) would trigger the need for a parking analysis to evaluate parking 
demand and any potential parking impacts. Currently, the parking analysis is reviewed by 
Transportation Division staff on a case-by-case basis. Case-by-case review is time-consuming for staff 
and results in uncertainty for potential applicants. Staff recommends the establishment of a parking 
rate for personal improvement services to streamline review of these uses. 

 Additional Parking Reductions for Mixed-Use Projects in the Station Area Sphere of Influence: As 
noted above, the Specific Plan specifies parking rates for different uses via Table F2. In addition, the 
Specific Plan allows for Shared Parking Reductions throughout the Plan area, subject a published 
Urban Land Institute (ULI) methodology. Such reductions are typically applied to projects with uses 
that have peak demand at different times. For example, office uses have highest use during weekdays, 
so they can align well with residential uses, which require more use at night and on weekends. No 
project has yet been approved with a Shared Parking Reduction, although the 1300 El Camino Real 
proposal may include such an element. Staff believes the Shared Parking Reduction allowance is 
worth retaining, but identified potential room for improvement during initial review of the 1020 Alma 
Street project. Specifically, that project is currently proposed as a primarily office proposal with a small 
food service kiosk. During the project’s study session, individual Planning Commissioners inquired 
about the potential for a more robust retail component, since the project has excess Floor Area Ratio 
(FAR) that conceptually could be used for that purpose. The applicant responded that they are limited 
by the site constraints and parking requirements, and that the Shared Parking Reduction wouldn’t 
allow for a significant improvement, since retail and office have similar peak demand times. As a result, 
staff recommends that additional flexibility be allowed for parking ratios to be reduced for mixed-use 
projects in the “Station Area Sphere of Influence” (see Specific Plan Figure F5, page F21). This would 
enable case-by-case review of parking demand in the Plan area best served by transit, and could help 
incentivize retail/restaurant/personal service uses. The reductions would not be allowed for single-use 
proposals, so office-only projects would not necessarily be encouraged. This revision would help 
support a recommendation of the Economic Development Plan to relax on-site parking requirements 
for new development in areas well-served by transit and bicycle infrastructure, in order to activate 
downtown. [Note: This modification may not be made in time to affect the 1020 Alma Street proposal, 
which can still move forward for consideration under the existing regulations.] 
 

 Transportation Demand Management Programs: Specific Plan Mitigation Measure TR-2 requires new 
developments to have a City-approved Transportation Demand Management (TDM) program in place 
prior to project occupancy in order to mitigate traffic impacts on roadway segments and intersections. 
In implementing this requirement, the Transportation Division applies methodology outlined in the 
City’s TDM Guidelines, which is consistent with those adopted by the San Mateo City/County 
Association of Governments (C/CAG), the Congestion Management Agency for San Mateo County. 
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The Guidelines provide a framework in which to determine if a combination of acceptable 
options/measures will result in sufficient trip “credits” to reduce the net number of new trips on the 
City’s circulation network anticipated to be generated by the proposed project. While the TDM 
Guidelines have been adopted by the City Council, the City’s TDM program objective/criteria of 
attaining sufficient trip credits to account for all net new trips is not currently formally documented 
under Mitigation Measure TR-2. In order to provide clarification on the implementation of Mitigation 
Measure TR-2, staff recommends formalizing the City’s TDM program criteria as part of this mitigation 
measure.  
 

 Electric Vehicle Recharging Stations: As part of Specific Plan Standard E.3.8.03, all residential and/or 
mixed use developments of sufficient size are required to install dedicated electric vehicle/plug-in 
hybrid electric vehicle recharging stations. This requirement currently does not extend to any 
commercial-only developments, such as the proposed 1020 Alma Street office project. Installation of 
electric vehicle recharging stations encourages the use of low/zero emissions, fuel-efficient vehicles 
through improving the vehicle recharging infrastructure network, and is one of the strategies identified 
in the Climate Action Plan to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Staff recommends the 
modification of Standard E.3.8.03 to extend the requirement for installation of electric vehicle 
recharging stations to include commercial-only developments. 
 

Staff believes these changes, because they support existing core principles of the Plan and require limited 
graphical changes, could be accomplished through a “modest modification” of the Specific Plan. The 
Specific Plan was adopted by resolution of the City Council, following review/recommendation by the 
Planning Commission. Specific Plan amendments can be conducted following the same general 
procedure. City Council Resolutions require a majority action of the Council Members present and eligible 
to vote. 
 
These types of changes would require some level of CEQA consideration, but based on the experience 
with the amendments conducted in 2014, staff believes they could take the form of a Negative Declaration, 
which has limited noticing and circulation requirements relative to an EIR. CEQA options are also 
discussed in a following section. 
 
Staff believes that modest modifications could potentially occur within an approximately five- to seven-
month timeframe, following City Council recommendation on the overall direction. This process would 
include: 
 

 Refinement of the Commission/Council’s direction (wording, etc.) 

 Draft revisions of the Specific Plan document 

 Environmental Review 

 Planning Commission meeting (with public notice) 

 City Council meeting (with public notice) 

 Final revisions of the Specific Plan document, including web posting and printing 
 

During this time, development proposals would remain under consideration, with the existing Specific Plan 
in effect.  
 
Potential Specific Plan changes that would affect multiple graphics and/or revisit core principles of the 
Plan would require a more extensive process, and would be considered a “major modification”. Such 
major Plan revisions would likely require specialized services for graphics and potentially additional 
environmental review. Such a process could also include an iterative, public process that allows for more 
careful and comprehensive consideration of options, which would appear appropriate given that the 
Specific Plan itself was developed through a community-oriented, transparent process. In general, staff 
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believes that major modifications to the Specific Plan could take upwards of 12 months to complete, and 
would likely affect other plans/projects, with regard to staff and Commission/Council resources.  
 

Correspondence   

Staff has not received any correspondence on this item. 

 

Conclusion 

Staff believes the proposed Specific Plan changes would provide clarification on how specific aspects 

would be implemented, and would constitute modest modifications to the Specific Plan. The proposed 

modifications are based on experiences with actual project proposals. Staff recommends that the Planning 

Commission make a recommendation to the City Council to pursue the proposed changes. The Planning 

Commission may also consider whether to recommend additional modifications to the Specific Plan and/or 

its implementation procedures. 

 

Impact on City Resources 

As part of the Specific Plan adoption, an El Camino Real/Downtown Specific Plan Preparation Fee was 

approved. This fee is charged to projects adding square footage, to recover the costs associated with the 

preparation of the Specific Plan. 

 

Staff believes the work required for the recommended Specific Plan modifications could likely be absorbed 

within the Community Development Department budget, although it would affect somewhat the Planning 

Division’s ability to address other projects and plans. This determination assumes that the Planning 

Division is able to successfully recruit and hire for a number of approved positions that are currently 

vacant. These modifications would require some consultant services to format the changes into the 

graphically-unique Specific Plan, but these are likely to be absorbed into existing consultant services 

budgets. 

 

The work required for more significant modifications to the Specific Plan would likely require consideration 

of a new budget appropriation for more significant technical consultant services, as well as more formal 

direction from the Council on how the revisions relate to other priorities of the Planning Division.  

 

Environmental Review 

Specific Plan Program EIR 
The Specific Plan process included detailed review of projected environmental impacts through a program 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR), as required by the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). In 
compliance with CEQA requirements, the Draft EIR was released in April 2011, with a public comment 
period that closed in June 2011. The Final EIR, incorporating responses to Draft EIR comments, as well 
as text changes to parts of the Draft EIR itself, was released in April 2012, and certified along with the final 
Plan approvals in June 2012. 
 
Project-Level Review under the Specific Plan 
As specified in the Specific Plan EIR and the CEQA Guidelines, program EIRs provide the initial 
framework for review of discrete projects. Aside from smaller projects that are categorically exempt from 
CEQA and require no further analysis (for example, the four-unit 612 College Avenue proposal), most new 
proposals are required to be analyzed with regard to whether they would have impacts not examined in 
the program EIR. This typically takes the form of a checklist that analyzes the project in relation to each 
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environmental category in appropriate detail. Depending on the results of such analysis, the City could 
determine that the program EIR adequately considered the project, or the City could determine that 
additional environmental review is required. For example, the 1300 El Camino Real project is conducting a 
project-level EIR for certain topics that were not fully analyzed in the program EIR. 
 
Regardless of the CEQA review process, all projects must incorporate feasible mitigation measures 
included in the Specific Plan EIR’s Mitigation Monitoring Program. Examples of such mitigations include: 
 

 Payment of fees for transportation improvements; 

 Incorporation of Transportation Demand Management (TDM) programs; 

 Surveys and avoidance programs for special-status animal species; and 

 Training programs and protection measures for archaeological resources. 
 
CEQA Requirements for Potential Changes to the Specific Plan 
As noted earlier, potential changes to the Specific Plan would require consideration under CEQA, although 
this may vary based on the nature and extent of the changes. Based on the experience with the 2014 
changes, staff believes that the currently-recommended revisions could potentially be considered under a 
Negative Declaration process, as a result of their nature as enhancements to existing Plan objectives. 
However, this is not certain until the required Initial Study is conducted. More substantive changes to the 
Specific Plan, in particular those that could potentially intensify environmental impacts, could require a 
more extensive review process, such as an EIR. 

 

Public Notice 

Public Notification was achieved by posting the agenda, with the agenda items being listed, at least 72 

hours prior to the meeting. Public notification also consisted of publishing a notice in the local newspaper. 

 

Appeal Period 

The Planning Commission will be making a recommendation to the City Council on proposed 

modifications to the Specific Plan. There is no appeal associated with the Planning Commission’s 

recommendation. 

 

Attachments 

A. El Camino Real/Downtown Specific Plan - Project Summary – July 2015 
B. Specific Plan Public Benefit Dollar Valuation Proposal from Commissioners Kadvany and Onken 

 

Exhibits to Be Provided at Meeting – None 

 

Report prepared by: 

Jean Lin, Associate Planner; Thomas Rogers, Senior Planner 

 

Report reviewed by: 

Arlinda Heineck, Community Development Director 
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Project Address Description 
Development 

Level 
Entitlement 

Status 
Building 

Permit Status 
Net New 

Res. Units 

Net New 
Non-Res. 

SF 
Notes 

Marriott 
Residence Inn 

555 Glenwood 
Avenue 

Conversion of a senior 
citizens retirement living 
center to a 138-room 
limited-service, business-
oriented hotel  

Public Benefit 
Bonus Approved 

Issued 
11/12/13; 
Completed 
4/30/15 0 71,921 

No new square footage 
was constructed, but the 
net new vehicle trips 
associated with the 
conversion are considered 
equivalent to the listed 
square footage 

Mermaid Inn 
727 El Camino 
Real 

Comprehensive renovation 
of an existing hotel, 
including an eight-room 
expansion Base Approved 

Issued 
5/14/14; 
Construction 
in progress 0 3,497   

612 College 
612 College 
Avenue 

Demolition of a residence 
and a commercial 
warehouse building, and 
construction of four new 
residential units Base Approved Under Review 3 -1,620   

500 El Camino 
Real 

300-550 El 
Camino Real 

Construction of a new 
mixed-use office, 
residential, and retail 
development Base Proposed n/a 170 181,568 

Existing square footage 
needs to be double-
checked; project expected 
to be revised and 
resubmitted 

1300 El Camino 
Real 

1258-1300 El 
Camino Real, 
550-580 Oak 
Grove Avenue, 
and 540-570 
Derry Lane 

Construction of a new 
mixed-use office, 
residential, and retail 
development 

Public Benefit 
Bonus Proposed n/a 202 97,835 

The approved 1300 El 
Camino Real project is 
credited like an existing 
building, since it received 
full CEQA clearance; active 
square footage also 
credited 

840 Menlo 
Avenue 

840 Menlo 
Avenue 

Construction of a new 
mixed-use office and 
residential development on 
a vacant parcel Base Proposed n/a 3 6,936   

1295 El Camino 
Real 

1283-1295 El 
Camino Real 

Demolition of two 
commercial buildings and 
construction of a new 
mixed-use residential and 
commercial development  Base Proposed n/a 15 -4,565   

133 Encinal Ave 133 Encinal Ave 

Demolition of several 
commercial buildings and 
construction of a new 
townhome-style 
development Base Proposed n/a 24 -6,166   
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Project Address Description 
Development 

Level 
Entitlement 

Status 
Building 

Permit Status 
Net New 

Res. Units 

Net New 
Non-Res. 

SF 
Notes 

650 Live Oak 
Ave 

650 Live Oak 
Ave 

Demolition of commercial 
building and construction of 
new office-residential 
development 

Public Benefit 
Bonus Proposed n/a 15 10,815 

Linked with 660 Live Oak 
Ave proposal, although that 
parcel is not in the Specific 
Plan area and as such is 
not included in this table. 

1020 Alma St 
1010-1026 
Alma St 

Demolition of existing 
commercial buildings and 
construction of new office 
development 

Public Benefit 
Bonus Proposed n/a 0 14,884   

1400 El Camino 
Real 

1400 El Camino 
Real 

Construction of new 63-
room hotel 

Public Benefit 
Bonus Proposed n/a 0 31,781   

  
       

  

Total Entitlements Approved 3 73,798   

Percentage of Specific Plan Maximum Allowable Development 0% 16%   

  
       

  

Total Entitlements Proposed 429 333,088   

Percentage of Specific Plan Maximum Allowable Development 63% 70%   

  
       

  

Total Entitlements Approved and Proposed 432 406,886   

Percentage of Specific Plan Maximum Allowable Development 64% 86%   

  
       

  

Total Building Permits Issued 0 75,418   

Percentage of Specific Plan Maximum Allowable Development 0% 16%   

  
       

  

Specific Plan Maximum Allowable Development 680 474,000   

 



Specific Plan Public Benefit Dollar Valuation 
Proposal

Menlo Park Planning Commission
August 3, 2015
John Kadvany, Planning Commissioner



Planning Commission / city decision context

• Specific Plan allows ‘bonus’ FAR /density increments over 
zone-specific ‘baselines’ – given negotiated public benefit 

• Quantitative comparisons for judging reasonableness of 
benefit amenity value not obvious

• Developers, residents, city decision-makers need 
improved starting point for benefits discussion and project 
evaluation 



‘Pro forma’ estimates only partially helpful

• Estimate of ‘residual value’ due to extra FAR 

uncertain due to many variable inputs

• Key pro forma calculation: ‘capitalized value’

and investor ‘capitalization rate’

• Cap rate used by investors judging risk / benefit 

given total construction, land costs, multi-year 

leasing, etc. 

• City role is more like that of a land owner 

making a larger project possible via increased 

FAR/density

How to quantify benefit value from that perspective?



Valuation by ‘cost of buildable square foot by right’

price of 1 acre of land: $7 million

allowed buildable space FAR = 1.35

cost of buildable acre = $7m / 1.35 = $5.19m

1 Acre = 43,560 Square Feet 

cost of buildable sq ft = $5.19m / 43,560 = $119 sq ft

The market price of a buildable square foot ‘by right’ is therefore $119 per sq ft

Proposal: this metric can be a starting point for public benefit proposals



Valuation example assuming ‘50/50’ partner shares

land cost example
cost per acre  $M 7.00$          

sq ft / acre 43,560        

Total sq ft 28,000        acres 0.64      

FAR base % 0.675

buildable sq ft by 
right 18,900        

land cost $M 4.50$          

cost per 
buildable sq ft 238$           

bonus sq ft 5,700          

bonus FAR value 1,357,004$  

city partner 50% 
total share 678,502$     

parcel square feet

FAR baseline

total market value of bonus FAR

1/2 value = ‘partner share’

assumed market price per acre

The starting point for benefit proposals would be in the neighborhood of $678,000 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10



Example with land lease rather than purchase

For ongoing leases, a ‘present value’ calculation gives a lump sum value

parcel square feet

FAR baseline

monthly lease cost per buildable sq ft

monthly lease cost of parcel

lease cost example

Total sq ft 28,000                    

FAR base % 0.675

buildable sq ft by 
right

18,900                    

monthly lease cost 48,000$                  

monthly cost per 
buildable sq ft

2.54$                     

bonus sq ft 5,700                     

monthly bonus 
FAR value 

14,476.19$             

yearly bonus FAR 
value 

173,714$                

city partner 50% 
yearly share 

86,857$                  

number years 10
discount rate 4%
net present value  727,792$                

FAR bonus

monthly FAR bonus value amount

yearly FAR bonus value amount

yearly city ‘partner share’

assume payments for 10 years discounted 4% 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10



How to use buildable cost per sq ft metric?

• ‘50/50’ sharing of FAR bonus value reflects ‘partner’ role in city development

• Can combine with use of traditional pro forma, consultant to provide market data ranges

• Starting point for benefit proposal considerations, not a decisive standard

• Developer may propose why ‘intrinsic’ project benefits should discount dollar valuation

– Hotel TOT can be hundreds of thousands of dollars per year

– Desirable retail frontage, affordable or senior housing, etc. 

• Developer and city may schedule for alternate payment scheme

– Make payment only when building is (e.g.) 70% occupied 

– Attract office lease with company providing comparable tax/revenue benefits to city 

• Direct amenities still possible (public space, roadway improvements, etc.), with 

negotiated cost estimate used to discount market value 

• Can direct benefit dollars to protected account for Specific Plan infrastructure as done 

with below-market housing in-lieu fees



A few policy issues for public benefit

• Will/should Planning Commission architectural / design decisions be made before, in 
parallel with, or after negotiated public benefit?

– What are baseline expectations for architectural quality and building design?

– Different for public benefit projects?  

• Specific Plan EIR assumed ‘modest’ number of public benefit projects 

– Too many benefit projects could exceed office space cap, requiring new EIR

– Hence don’t want to over-encourage such projects?

• Bonus projects can actually be ‘smaller than’ a baseline project at the same site

– E.g. an all-office project using 50% of an increased bonus-level FAR

• On relative ‘partner share’ of estimated benefit value

– City needs to take proper negotiation positions 

– Are there lower bounds to city’s benefit value, with a baseline project the ‘better’ alternative? 


