
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
   
 

PROJECT LOCATION 
240 Lorton Avenue 

 

Item No. 9b   
Design Review Study 



Item No. 9b 
Design Review Study 

City of Burlingame 
Commercial Design Review and Conditional Use Permit for a  

New Four-Story Commercial Building 
 

Address: 240 Lorton Avenue Meeting Date: September 26, 2016 
 
Request: Application for Commercial Design Review and Conditional Use Permit for building height for 

construction of a new, four-story commercial building (retail and office). 
 
Applicant and Property Owner: DLC Lorton APN: 029-211-200 
Architect:  MBH Architects  Lot Area:  7,006 SF (0.16 acres) 
General Plan: Service and Special Sales - Downtown Specific Plan (Burlingame Avenue Commercial District) 
Zoning: BAC (Burlingame Avenue Commercial) 
Adjacent Development: Restaurant, retail, personal service, office, and residential 
 
Current Use:   Retail on the ground floor and temporary construction office on the upper floor 
Proposed Use:  Four-story commercial building; retail on the ground floor and office on upper three floors 
Allowable Use:   Retail, personal services, business services, hotels, travel agencies, government agencies, 

offices above the first floor, and personal trainer and assessment businesses above and 
below the first floor. 

 
Project Summary: The site is currently occupied by a two-story building with at-grade parking at the rear.  The 
ground floor space is currently occupied by a window retail business (formerly RadioShack).  There are four 
residential units on the upper floor, and currently three of the four units are being used as a temporary 
construction office for the construction project at 225 California Drive.  Adjacent to the south is a one and two-
story building with a restaurant and offices and adjacent to the north is a one-story building with two 
restaurants.  Across Lorton Avenue to the west is the former Burlingame Main Post Office.  Hatch Lane (a one-
way thoroughfare with traffic flowing south-bound) runs behind the property to the rear. 
 
The applicant is proposing to demolish the existing two-story building and construct a new four-story 
commercial building with at-grade covered parking. The proposed building will contain 1,375 SF of retail space 
on the ground floor and 13,801 SF of office space on the three floors above. The proposal also includes 1,820 
SF of roof deck areas primarily located at the front of the building.  With the roof deck, the front of the building 
is three stories tall and the rear is four stories.  The BAC District Regulations states that retail and office uses 
(above the first floor only) are permitted uses (Code Section 25.32.020 (a) and (g)(1)). 
 
The retail space will be accessible from Lorton Avenue. The lobby to access the upper floor office spaces will 
be located behind the retail space by way of a covered walkway alongside the retail space. The office space 
floors have been designed as a shell to be able to accommodate either a single tenant or multiple tenants.   
 
The building will have at-grade parking located behind the lobby and retail space on the ground floor, with 
access from Lorton Avenue.  This includes one accessible space and 14 hydraulic “puzzle stacker” parking lift 
spaces.  Vehicular traffic from the project would exit on Hatch Lane. Hatch Lane is one-way towards Howard 
Avenue, so all vehicles would exit the project to the Hatch Lane/Howard Avenue intersection. 
 
The following applications are required for this project: 
 
 Commercial Design Review for a new commercial building (Code Sections 25.32.045 and 

25.57.010(c)); and 
 

 Conditional Use Permit for building height exceeding 35’-0” in height (55’-0” proposed where 
55’-0” is the maximum allowed building height) (Code Section 25.32.055). 
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Commercial Design Review: Commercial Design Review is required for new commercial buildings pursuant 
to Code Sections 25.32.045 and 25.57.010(c)(1). Design Review was instituted for commercial projects in 
2001 with the adoption of the Commercial Design Guidebook. The project is located within the boundaries of 
the Burlingame Downtown Special Plan and therefore subject to Chapter 5 of the Downtown Specific Plan 
(Design & Character).  Section 5.2 (pages 5-3 through 5-12) provides design guidelines specifically for 
commercial and mixed use areas within the Downtown Specific Plan area.  Section 5.4 (pages 5-22 through 5-
26) provides more general design guidelines that apply to all areas of the downtown.  The relevant pages of 
the plan have been included as an attachment for convenience of commissioners. 
 
The proposed exterior facades will include a variety of materials including stone on the ground floor and hand 
troweled polished and mottled cement plaster on the upper floors.  Expansion and control joints will create 
rectangular shapes along the cement plaster facades.  The retail storefront system and windows throughout 
the building will be aluminum with clear UV-coated glass.  There will be a painted metal awning on the ground 
floor at the front of the building.  Painted C-Channels are located between the ground floor and upper floors 
and along the top edge of the building.  Recessed metal and cement plaster panels are proposed as design 
features on all building facades.  Overhead doors to the electrical and garbage/recycling rooms will be steel.  A 
materials board will be available at the meeting. 
 
Along the rear façade on the ground floor, the applicant is proposing to install a vitrine (display area) for use by 
the Burlingame Historical Society (see Ground Floor Plan on sheet A2.0.1 and North Exterior Elevation on 
sheet A3.1.2).  In addition, the left side wall along the rear half of the ground floor will be reserved for a mural 
to be installed at a future date (the adjacent building does not extend to the rear property line).  The applicant 
has yet determined what the content of the mural will be. 
 
The proposed project includes two roof deck areas located on the fourth floor totaling 1,820 SF; a larger roof 
deck at the front of the building (1,596 SF) and a smaller deck along the left side of the building (224 SF).  The 
larger roof deck will contain various plants in planter boxes and seating areas.  Please refer to the Landscape 
and Planting Plans on sheets L1.01 and L2.01. 
 
Building Height: The maximum building height allowed in the BAC District is 55 feet.  However, a Conditional 
Use Permit is required for any building or structure which exceeds 35 feet in height.  As measured to the top of 
the roof parapet, the proposed four-story building is 55 feet in height.  A request for a Conditional Use Permit 
for building height has been submitted by the applicant. 
 
With the proposed roof deck area at the front of the building, the massing and height of the building transitions 
from three stories (44’-6” in height) at the front of the building to four stories (55’-0” in height) at the rear.  
Please refer to the rendering and proposed building elevations.   
 
Off-Street Parking: The proposed project consists of 1,375 SF of retail on the ground floor and 13,801 SF of 
office on the second through fourth floors.  Retail, personal service and food establishment uses located on the 
ground floor within the parking sector of the Burlingame Downtown Specific Plan are exempt from vehicle 
parking requirements as set forth in code section 25.70.090 (a).  The subject property is located within the 
parking sector; therefore no additional off-street parking is required for the proposed retail use on the ground 
floor.  The retail tenant has not yet been determined. 
 
Off-street parking is required for the proposed office uses on the second through fourth floors (13,801 GSF).  
Based on the 1:300 GSF parking ratio for the proposed office use on the upper floors, 46 off-street parking 
spaces are required.  A total of 15 parking spaces are provided on-site; 14 spaces in a mechanical vehicle lift 
system, also referred to as a puzzle stacker, and 1 at-grade disabled-accessible space.  This represents a 31-
space balance. 
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Land Use section 3.6.1 of the Downtown Specific Plan allows that in instances where uses proposed are not 
exempt from providing parking, in-lieu fees may be paid instead of providing parking on-site where there is  
expansion, intensification, or construction of new buildings.  In this case, the proposed office use on the 
second through fourth floors is not exempt from providing parking.  The applicant notes that the parking in-lieu 
fees will be paid for the balance of spaces required for the proposed project.  A Parking Variance is not 
required, as the payment of in-lieu fees is provided as an option through the Downtown Specific Plan for 
projects within the parking sector.  Currently, the fee is $51,331.44 per parking space. The parking in-lieu fee 
for the proposed project is $1,591,274.64 (31 spaces x $51,331.44). 
 
A puzzle stacker is a mechanical parking option that provides independent access to all cars parked on the 
system. In order to provide parking for 14 vehicles, the puzzle stacker requires a pit and one empty slot (see 
Building Sections on sheet A3.2.1).  The puzzle stacker to be installed is a KlausTrendVario 4300 (see 
attached specifications).  All vehicles would enter the project through a driveway entrance on Lorton Avenue, 
and exit through onto Hatch Lane. Hatch Lane is one-way towards Howard Avenue, so all vehicles would exit 
the project to the Hatch Lane/Howard Avenue intersection. 
 
The Municipal Code does not include specifications for parking lifts, so the City currently does not have a 
standard mechanism for review and approval. However, as a policy the Downtown Specific Plan encourages 
“creative approaches” to providing on-site parking including parking lifts. The parking lifts could each be 
considered “creative approaches” to providing the required on-site parking. To date, the City has approved 
several commercial and residential projects with parking lifts. 
 
The minimum required driveway width is 12’-0” for parking areas with not more than 30 vehicles.  The site plan 
shows a 10’-0” driveway width at the front and rear of the property (measured from building wall to side 
property line).  Although there is no recorded cross-access easement recorded on either of the properties, the 
subject property and adjacent property at 226 Lorton Avenue currently share the driveway to access their 
parking spaces.  Therefore, a condition of approval will be added to this application requiring that a cross-
access easement be recorded on both properties. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This space intentionally left blank. 
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240 Lorton Avenue 
Lot Area: 7,006 SF (0.16 acres) Plans date stamped: September 19, 2016 

 PROPOSED ALLOWED/REQUIRED 

Use: Retail on Ground Floor  
(1,375 SF) 

 
Office on 2nd through 4th Floors 

(13,801 SF) 

Retail Use – Permitted C.S. 25.32.020 (a) 
 
 

Office Use – Permitted C.S. 25.33.020 (g) 
 

SETBACKS 

Front Build-To Line: 100% of structure must be 
located at front property line 

At least 60% of structure must be located at 
front property line 

Side (Left): 
(Right): 

0’-0” 
10’-0” No minimum required 

Rear: 0’-0” No minimum required 

BUILDING ENVELOPE: 

Lot Coverage: 5,530 SF 
78.9% 

No maximum 

Building Height: 55'-0" ¹ 
(44’-6” at front/55’-0” at rear) 

55’-0” 
(CUP required if building exceeds 35’-0”) 

OFF-STREET PARKING 

Off-Street Parking:  Puzzle stacker - 14 spaces 
Accessible space - 1 spaces 

Total = 15 spaces ² 

 Office - 1 space per 300 GSF 
 Retail - none required 
 

Office: 13,801 SF/300 GSF ratio 
Total = 46 spaces 

Driveway Width: 20'-0" driveway width  
(shared driveway with 226 

Lorton Avenue) 

Parking areas with not more than 30 vehicle 
spaces shall have a minimum driveway 

width of 12’-0"  

¹ Conditional Use Permit for building height exceeding 35’-0” in height (55’-0” proposed where 55’-0” 
is the maximum allowed building height). 

² Parking in-lieu fee, in the amount of $1,591,274.64 (31 spaces x $51,331.44), will be submitted in lieu of 
providing 31 off-street parking spaces. 

 
 
 
 
 

This space intentionally left blank. 
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General Plan/Specific Plan: The Burlingame General Plan designates this site for Service and Special Sales. 
In 2010 the City Council adopted the Burlingame Downtown Specific Plan (amended in 2011), which serves as 
an element of the General Plan. The subject property is located within the boundaries of the planning area for 
the Downtown Specific Plan, specifically in the Burlingame Avenue Commercial District. The Plan describes 
the Burlingame Avenue Commercial District as follows: 
 

The Burlingame Avenue area is the commercial and retail heart of Downtown Burlingame. 
Burlingame Avenue features a mixture of restaurants, national retail stores, and many locally 
based retailers. The eastern end of Burlingame Avenue area near the train station has a 
concentration of restaurants and is active during both day and evening hours, while the western 
end towards El Camino Real provides more retail and is less active.  
 
Ground floor retail or personal service use is required in the Burlingame Avenue area. Office 
uses are allowed on the upper levels in commercial areas. Existing residential uses on upper 
floors may remain and be improved, but there should not be new residential uses within the 
Burlingame Avenue Commercial District. 
 

The Downtown Specific Plan includes various Goals and Policies to guide growth and development in 
Downtown Burlingame.  The table below shows how the proposed project meets these Goals and Policies.   
 
GOAL/POLICY PROJECT PROPOSED 

Policy P-1.3: Conceal parking areas through the 
use of attractively designed above- or below-ground 
parking structures. 

Ground level parking is concealed behind retail space 
and lobby. 

Policy P-2.1: Explore creative parking solutions 
including parking pricing strategies. 

14-car puzzle stacker on ground level. 

Policy C-2.6: Consider the needs of pedestrian, 
bicycles, and people with disabilities. 

Building contains an elevator and a disable-
accessible parking space is provided on-site. 

Policy S-1.3: Streetscapes should reflect 
Burlingame’s destination as a “tree city.”  Trees 
should be planted throughout the downtown as an 
integral part of the streetscape, and mature streets 
trees should be persevered whenever possible. 

Two new 24-inch box size street trees in decorative 
tree grates will be planted in front of the site. 

Policy S-1.7: Require new developments and major 
remodel projects to include pedestrian-oriented 
retail design treatments on all exposed elevations. 

Exposed ground level building facades consist of 
windows and entry doors which provide a connection 
between pedestrians and retail space, an awning, a 
variety of exterior facade materials. 

Policy D-3.1: Ensure that new development is 
appropriate to Burlingame with respect to size and 
design. 

Building does not exceed the maximum allowed 
building height; project is subject to design review. 

Policy D-4.1: Encourage buildings to be built out to 
the sidewalk, with doors and windows facing the 
sidewalk to create a lively pedestrian environment. 

Building is built out to the sidewalk with doors and 
windows facing the sidewalk. 

 
Staff Comments: See attached comments from the Building, Engineering, Fire, Parks, and Stormwater 
Divisions. 
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Environmental Review Status: The project is Categorically Exempt from review pursuant to the California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), per Section 15332, In-Fill Development Projects, which consists of projects 
characterized as in-fill development meeting the conditions described below. 
 

(a) The project is consistent with the applicable general plan designation and all applicable general plan 
policies as well as with applicable zoning designation and regulations. 
 
 The Burlingame General Plan designates this site for Service and Special Sales. The site is 

located within the boundaries of the planning area for the Downtown Specific Plan, specifically in 
the Burlingame Avenue Commercial District, which designates this site for retail or personal 
services on the ground floor and office uses on the upper floors.  The proposed project includes a 
retail use on the ground floor and offices on the second through fourth floors.  The proposed 
project complies with applicable zoning regulations. 

 
(b) The proposed development occurs within city limits on a project site of no more than five acres 

substantially surrounded by urban uses. 
 
 The proposed development is on a project site of 0.16 acres and is surrounded by urban uses, 

including retail stores, restaurants, and office buildings. 
 

(c) The project site has no value as habitat for endangered, rare or threatened species. 
 
 The project site is located in an urban area and is surrounded by dense commercial and 

residential development.  The project site is completely developed and is currently occupied with 
a two-story building and a paved parking lot. There are no trees, riparian habitat or other sensitive 
plant communities on the project site. There are no creeks or wetlands present on the project site. 

 
(d) Approval of the project would not result in any significant effects relating to traffic, noise, air quality, 

or water quality. 
 
 A Mitigated Negative Declaration was prepared for the Downtown Specific Plan, which analyzed 

potential impacts of new infill development and included standard conditions of approval to 
mitigate potential environmental impacts from projects.  The proposed project is located within the 
Downtown Specific Plan and conforms with development assumptions incorporated into the Initial 
Study and Mitigated Negative Declaration prepared for the Downtown Specific Plan.  With 
incorporation of these standards conditions of approval, the project would not result in any 
significant effects relating to traffic, noise, air quality, or water quality. 

 
(e) The site can be adequately served by all required utilities and public services. 

 
 The project site is located in an urban area and is surrounded by dense commercial and 

residential development which is served by utility and public services.  The existing two-story 
building will be replaced with a four-story building on the same lot with similar uses and therefore 
will be adequately served by required utility and public services. 

 
Planning Commission Action:  
 
1. Design Review Study: The Planning Commission should comment on the design of the project as 

required by Chapter 25.57 of the Zoning Ordinance, Design Review, and to the following design criteria 
for commercial projects: 

 
a. Support of the pattern of diverse architectural styles that characterize the city’s 

commercial, industrial and mixed use areas; and 
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b. Respect and promotion of pedestrian activity by placement of buildings to maximize 

commercial use of the street frontage, off-street public spaces, and by locating parking 
so that it does not dominate street frontages; and 

 
c. On visually prominent and gateway sites, whether the design fits the site and is 

compatible with the surrounding development; and 
 

d. Compatibility of the architecture with the mass, bulk, scale, and existing materials of 
existing development and compatibility with transitions where changes in land use occur 
nearby; and 

 
e. Architectural design consistency by using a single architectural style on the site that is 

consistent among primary elements of the structure, restores or retains existing or 
significant original architectural features, and is compatible in mass and bulk with other 
structures in the immediate area; and 

 
f. Provision of site features such as fencing, landscaping, and pedestrian circulation that 

enriches the existing opportunities of the commercial neighborhood. 
 

Ruben Hurin 
Senior Planner 
 
c.   DLC Lorton, applicant and property owner 
  MBH Architects, project architect 
  
 
Attachments: 
 
 Application to the Planning Commission 
 Project Description submitted by the applicant, date stamped June 23, 2016 
 Conditional Use Permit Application 
 Klaus Parking Lifts Product Data Sheets  
 Downtown Specific Plan Applicable Design Guidelines 
 Staff Comments 
 Notice of Public Hearing – Mailed September 16, 2016 
 Aerial Photo 
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and doors at ground level.  Architecture should include the type of  
well-crafted architectural details that are common to Burlingame, and 
convey that architectural heritage in terms of  material, color, propor-
tion, window type, and overall composition.

Commercial and mixed use development projects in the Downtown 
Specific Plan area are subject to the City of  Burlingame’s Commercial 
Design Guidebook.  In addition, the following recommendations apply 
specifically to Downtown development: 

5.2.1	 PEDESTRIAN USE AND CHARACTER

5.2.1.1	 Entrances 
Commercial entrances should be recessed from the façade, creating 
a small alcove. This establishes a more definitive sense of  entry and 
affords an alternative view of  merchandise in the display windows. 
Existing recessed entries should be retained.  

The doors of  a commercial storefront typically contain large glass 
panels with vertical proportions that present a visual connection to 
the streetscape.  Storefronts should continue to exhibit this pattern, 
whether a new project or the re-use of  an existing space.

5.2.1.2	 Ground-Level Corner Uses 
High activity-generating uses are especially encouraged at the 
Burlingame Avenue and Howard Avenue intersections with side 
streets.  Store façades along side streets should be designed to help 
entice pedestrians onto the side streets.  To achieve this, the façades 
should include windows and continuation of  the architectural details 
from the main storefront extending across the sidestreet façade.  
Entries to elevator lobbies should not be located at these intersections 
where they would serve to diminish pedestrian activity at these highly 
visible locations.

FIGURE 5-3: Commercial entrances should be recessed from 
the facade, creating a small alcove.

FIGURE 5-4: Corner parcels are encouraged to incorporate special features such 
as rounded or cut corners, special corner entrances, display windows, corner roof  
features, etc. but should avoid monumentally-scaled elements such as towers.
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5.2.1.3  Ground Level Treatment
The unique community character created by the mixture of  building 
ages and architectural styles  should be maintained. All street-frontage 
establishments should provide primary access directly to the street.

Particular attention should be given to craftsmanship and detailing 
within the pedestrian’s range of  touch and view. For instance, the use 
of  special storefront detailing and façade ornamentation such as plant-
ers, flower boxes, and special materials can reinforce the pedestrian 
nature of  the street. 

To ensure ease in caring for landscaping, major remodels and new 
projects should provide outdoor water spigots and electric sockets.  
When businesses have access to water, they can more easily care for 
their plants and trees, and keep the streets cleaned as well.

5.2.1.4  Site Access
Curb cuts are prohibited on Burlingame Avenue and should be avoided 
to the extent feasible on Howard Avenue and California Drive.  Any 
on-site parking garage should be accessed in a safe, attractive manner 
and should not significantly detract from pedestrian flow, nor interfere 
with the orderly flow of  traffic on public streets and within parking 
lots.  Where possible, parking garage access should be from the side 
streets or alleys.  In some cases, access to on-site parking could be 
provided from city-owned parking lots.

FIGURE 5-6: Downtown Burlingame is characterized by relatively 
narrow building increments, predominantly 15 to 50 feet in width.  

FIGURE 5-5: Particular attention should be given to craftsmanship 
and detailing within the pedestrian’s range of  touch and view.

50'

25'
25'

15'
15'
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5.2.2	 Architectural Compatibility 
 
5.2.2.1	 Building Scale 
Table 3-2 in Chapter 3 specifies basic building standards such as 
setbacks and height.  Beyond conforming to the basic building 
mass, new development should preserve the rhythm and fine-
grained pedestrian scale of  existing buildings within the commercial 
districts by respecting the relatively narrow building increments, 
which typically range from 15 feet to no more than 50 feet in 
width.  To be consistent with the existing character of  Downtown 
Burlingame, to provide a welcoming retail environment, and to 
accommodate a range of  potential uses over the lifetime of  the 
building, first floors should have a floor to finished ceiling height of  
at least 15 feet.  

New development should also be sensitive to the human scale of  
Downtown with sensitivity to building height.  Buildings should 
not overwhelm the pedestrian experience on the street and should 
account for the relationship between building height and street 
width.  Where building mass and height might overwhelm the 
pedestrian experience on the street, design strategies such as upper 
floor setbacks and articulated building mass should be considered to 
ensure comfortable human scale. 

FIGURE 5-7: Buildings 
should not overwhelm the 
pedestrian experience on the 
street and should account 
for the relationship between 
building height and street 
width.

Wider

Narrow

FIGURE 5-8: Building scale should preserve he rhythm and fine-grained 
pedestrian character of  downtown, particularly at the pedestrian level. 

Ground floor bays
with narrow, 
pedestrian-scaled 
increments

15'-50' 15'-50' 15'-50'

Upper floors may have 
wider bays as part of  an 

overall composition

Minimum 15' 
floor-to-ceiling 

height on 
ground floor
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FIGURE 5-9:  ON-SITE STRUCTURED PARKING IN COMMERCIAL AND MIXED USE AREAS

A.  Wrapped on Ground Level
An above-ground parking structure where non-parking uses such as 
retail spaces are integrated into the ground level of  the building along the 
street frontage of  the parcel.  The parking structure may be exposed to 
the building street frontage on upper levels, with appropriate design and 
screening.

Application: Municipal parking structure.

B.  Wrapped on All Levels
An above-ground parking structure where non-parking uses are 
integrated into the building along the entire street frontage of  the parcel 
on all levels of  the building.  The parking structure is totally hidden 
behind a "liner building" of  non-parking uses.

Application: Projects with relatively large amount of  parking provided 
on-site.  Typically requires a relatively large site to accommodate the 
parking structure and liner building.

C.  Underground
A parking structure that is fully submerged underground and is not 
visible from the street.  Depending on amount of  parking provided, 
may also include a level of  at-grade parking hidden behind non-
parking uses such as retail.

Application: Can be suitable for projects on relatively small sites, as 
well as larger sites.  Could also be combined with in-lieu arrangement, 
where some parking is provided on-site (such as for residential uses) 
and other parking is provided off-site in a municipal facility through 
in-lieu fees.

Parking 
Structure

Retail

Parking 
Structure

Retail

Residential/Office

Residential/Office

Residential/Office

Underground Parking

Upper-Level 
Courtyard

Ground-Level 
Courtyard

Parking 
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Residential/Office
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5.2.2.2  On-Site Structured Parking
Given the density and premium land values Downtown, new projects 
will likely provide on-site parking in enclosed garage structures or under-
ground.  However, the parking should not overwhelm the character of  
the project or detract from the pedestrian environment.  Ground level 
enclosed parking should be fronted or wrapped with actively occupied 
spaces such as storefronts and lobbies.  Access to parking shall be designed 
so that it is not prominent and ties into the adjacent architectural style.

5.2.2.3	 Upper-Story Setbacks – Burlingame Avenue Frontages
While the height limit allowed by conditional use permit is 55 feet on 
Burlingame Avenue, many existing buildings and in particular, many 
buildings with historic character, have façades of  a smaller scale.  New 
buildings and building additions should reinforce the historic pattern 
with heights and setbacks oriented to the many two- and three-story 
buildings.  Where neighboring buildings are three stories or lower in 
height, newer taller buildings should consider matching lower façades to 
those of  adjoining lower buildings and setting upper floors back at least 
10 feet from the lower façade.

5.2.2.4	 Myrtle Road Mixed Use Area
The unique mix of  residential and commercial uses in the Myrtle Road 
Mixed Use area offers an opportunity to create a niche district with 
its own style distinct from other parts of  downtown. Recognizing the 
varied auto-related commercial character of  the area, new development 
and redevelopment projects within the Myrtle Road Mixed Use Area 
should be encouraged to feature a blend of  both commercial and 
residential design features. Design features could include corrugated 
metal roofs and sidings, simple multi-paned metal rimmed windows, and 
recycled "green" building materials.  Buildings may even draw inspiration 
from the style of  utilitarian buildings found in such mixed use districts 
such as sheds and quonset huts.  The creation of  this commercial, 
live/work identity for the Myrtle Road area will allow it to be a unique 
subarea of  Downtown Burlingame that accommodates infill while 
respecting existing uses.
 

 

FIGURE 5-11: Design features such as corrugated metal roofs and sidings, simple 
multi-paned metal rimmed windows, and recycled "green" building materials can 
maintain the existing varied character of  the Myrtle Road Mixed Use Area. 

FIGURE 5-10: Where neighboring buildings are three stories or lower in 
height, newer taller buildings should consider matching lower facades to 
those of  adjoining lower buildings with upper floors set back. 



5.0  Design & Character

5-�

5.2.3	 ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN CONSISTENCY

5.2.3.1	  Facade Design
To maintain the present scale and character of  buildings in 
Downtown, large uninterrupted expanses of  horizontal and vertical 
wall surface should be avoided. Building façades should respond to 
the relatively narrow increments of  development (15 to 50 feet) with 
variation in fenestration, building materials and/or building planes.  
Facades should have generous reveals such as inset doorways and 
windows.  Doors, windows, and details should be in keeping with 
pedestrian scale, as opposed to a monumental scale that is out of  
proportion to the surrounding context.  Design details should be 
authentic and have purpose, rather than being applied or strictly 
decorative.  Facades should have a variation of  both positive space 
(massing) and negative space (plazas, inset doorways and windows).

Facades on both new and rehabilitated buildings should include the 
elements that make up a complete storefront including doors, display 
windows, bulkheads, signage areas and awnings. New buildings need 
not mimic an “historic” architectural style (and in fact should avoid 
imitation that results in caricatures) but should include a level of  archi-
tectural detailing and quality of  materials that complements existing 
buildings. Where older exiting buildings are renovated, preservation of  
existing architectural details and materials is encouraged. 

Even if  separate businesses function within the same building, the 
overall design of  the façade should be consistent. Individual businesses 
should not break the basic lines, material and concept of  the façade. 
Storefronts can be demarcated from each other within the same build-
ing by subtle variations in the color or pattern of  surfaces of  doors, 
tiling, signage or entries.  Corner parcels are encouraged to incorporate 
features such as rounded or cut corners, corner entrances, display win-
dows, corner roof  features, wrap-around awnings/overhangs, blade 
signs, etc.

FIGURE 5-12: Facades on both new and rehabilitated buildings should include 
the elements that make up a complete storefront including doors, display 

windows, bulkheads, signage areas and awnings. 
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FIGURE 5-13: Even if  separate businesses function within the same building, 
the overall design of  the façade should be consistent. Individual businesses 

should not break the basic lines, material and concept of  the facade.
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5.2.3.2	 Windows

General 
Windows are important for providing "eyes on the street" and enliven-
ing streetscapes.  Building walls should be punctuated by well-propor-
tioned openings that provide relief, detail and variation on the façade. 
Windows should be inset from the building wall to create shade and 
shadow detail. The use of  high-quality window products that contrib-
ute to the richness and detail of  the façade is encouraged.  Reflective 
glass is considered an undesirable material because of  its tendency to 
create uncomfortable glare conditions and a forbidding appearance.  
The use of  materials that are reflected in the historic architecture pres-
ent in the Downtown area is encouraged.

Display Windows 
Display windows should be designed to enliven the street and provide 
pedestrian views into the interior of  the storefront.  Size, division and 
shape of  display windows should maintain the established rhythm of  
the streetscape. Glass used in the display windows should be clear so it 
is possible to see inside, and display cases that block views into stores 
are strongly discouraged. Noticably tinted glazing is discouraged and 
mirrored/reflective glass is not permitted.

5.2.3.3  Awnings
Awnings should be designed to be decorative, complimentary to the 
overall facade design, and provide effective weather and sun protec-
tion.  The placement of  awnings should relate to the major architec-
tural elements of  the facade, avoiding covering any transom windows 
or architectural elements such as belt courses, decorative trim and simi-
lar features.  The position of  awnings should also relate to the pedes-
trian and provide a sense of  shelter, with awnings situated to corre-
spond to the tops of  doorways and scale of  pedestrians rather than 
high up on the facade with a monumental scale.  Separate awnings 
should be used over individual storefront bays as defined by the col-
umns or pilasters rather than placing a continuous awning across the 

FIGURE 5-15: Awnings should be designed 
to be decorative, complimentary to the 
overall facade design, and provide effective 
weather and sun protection. 

FIGURE 5-14: Size, division and shape of  
display windows should maintain the established 
rhythm of  the streetscape
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building frontage.  Backlit awnings that visually appear as large light 
sources will not be permitted.

5.2.3.3  Materials
Building materials should be richly detailed to provide visual interest; 
reference should be made to materials used in notable examples of  his-
toric Downtown architecture. Metal siding and large expanses of  stuc-
co or wood siding are also to be avoided, except in the Myrtle Mixed 
Use area.  Roofing materials and accenting features such as canopies, 
cornices, and tile accents should also offer color variation.

Character and richness in Downtown can be enhanced from the incor-
poration of  details and ornamentation into the design of  the buildings. 
These elements can include elements that have been traditionally used 
such as cornices, brackets or moldings.

5.2.3.4  Rear and Side Facades
Because the side streets and alleys in Downtown are highly visible and 
are used for both pedestrian access and vehicular access, rear and side 
façades that are visible from the public realm should exhibit sophisti-
cated levels of  design and materials.  Rear and side façades of  existing 
buildings should be improved with design features and quality materi-
als where possible. Buildings should have windows and doors oriented 
to the alleys and side streets. Entry doors, garage doors and windows 
should be attractive and durable.  Where buildings abut public parking 
lots, they are strongly encouraged to have rear entrances in addition to 
their principal street entrances.  Rear facades may look like the back of  
a building, but still be pleasant and inviting. 

Service facilities such as trash enclosures and mechanical equipment 
should be screened with enclosures and devices consistent with the 
building architecture in form, material and detail. Roofs and trellises 
are recommended for screening views from above. Whenever possible, 
trash and recycling enclosures should be consolidated and designed to 
serve several adjacent businesses provided they do not become over-

FIGURE 5-16: Rear and side facades that are visible from the public realm 
should exhibit sophisticated levels of  design and materials of  a quality similar 

to front facades.  Buildings facing public parking lots are strongly encouraged to 
have rear entrances in addition to their principal street entrances.

FIGURE 5-17: Service facilities such as trash enclosures and mechanical 
equipment should be screened with enclosures and devices consistent with the 

building architecture in form, material and detail.

8 0

Downtown Precise Plan A rea-Specific Standards, Guidelines and Pro t o t y p e s

8. Open Space Requirements

For residential/mixed-use projects, a minimum of 30 percent of the site area must be devot-
ed to open space. The Zoning Administrator may reduce the requirements for
residential/mixed-use projects where it is found that such a reduction improves the quality of
the project.

9. Development on Public Parking Lot

A mixed-use development is allowed on one public parking lot in Area H.  The development
is subject to the requirements for Area H with these additional requirements or exceptions:

a . Vehicular access shall be from Hope Street, Bryant Street or an adjacent alley;

b . Existing public parking shall be replaced on-site; and

c . Parking for private development shall be provided in accordance with Section II.C,
except that the parking requirement cannot be met by paying in-lieu fees.

See Guidelines:  Development on Public Parking Lot.

S e rvice facilities such as trash enclosures and
mechanical equipment should be screened with
enclosures and devices consistent with the build -
ing architecture in form, material and detail.

8 8

13. Guidelines for Rears of Buildings

Because the alleys in downtown are highly visible and are used for both pedestrian access and
vehicular service access, rear facades should exhibit high levels of design and materials qual-
ity similar to front facades.  Rear facades of existing buildings should be improved with
design features and quality materials where possible.

Buildings should have windows and doors oriented to the alley.  Entry doors, garage doors
and windows should be attractive and durable.

Service facilities such as trash enclosures and mechanical equipment should be screened with
enclosures and devices consistent with the building architecture in form, material and detail.
Roofs and trellises are recommended for screening views from above.

Where security devices are desired or warranted, designs should be artful with decorative
grillwork that enhances the overall building design.  Alley areas should be well lit but should
be designed so as not to adversely impact adjacent properties.

Downtown Precise Plan A rea-Specific Standards, Guidelines and Pro t o t y p e s

Trash and loading areas should be well screened from view in structures that are
consistent with the building design in both materials and detailing.
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sized or too ungainly.  Care should be taken to ensure refuse areas do 
not become noxious or smelly.

Where security devices are desired or warranted, designs should be art-
ful with decorative grillwork that enhances the overall building design. 
Alley areas should be well lit but should be designed so they are attrac-
tive and do not adversely impact adjacent properties and detract from 
the ambiance of  Downtown.

5.2.4	 SITE DESIGN AND AMENITIES

5.2.4.1	 Building Coverage
In order to create well-defined street spaces consistent with the scale 
of  Downtown Burlingame, side yards are generally discouraged in 
favor of  contiguous building façades along the street.  However, 
narrow mid-block pedestrian passages that encourage through-
block pedestrian circulation and/or arcaded spaces that create wider 
sidewalk areas for cafés, etc. are encouraged.

5.2.4.2  Open Space
Private open space within Downtown is not intended to provide 
recreational or large landscaped areas, since this is a more urban 
environment. However, open space is an important element and 
should be used to articulate building forms, promote access to light 
and fresh air, and maintain privacy for Downtown residents. 

In residential mixed-use developments, most open space should be 
used to provide attractive amenities for residents, including interior 
courtyards and perimeter landscaping. Balconies and rooftop terraces 
are encouraged.  Commercial development should typically have less 
open space in order to maintain a direct pedestrian relationship and 
continuous storefront streetscape. Entry alcoves, courtyards, and 
employee open space are examples.  Open space for nonresidential 
projects should provide a visual amenity for the development and an 
attractive buffer to adjacent residential uses where applicable. 

FIGURE 5-18: Open spaces such as retail plazas and outdoor seating 
areas should be located at building entries, or along or near well-
traveled pedestrian routes to encourage frequent and spontaneous use. 

FIGURE 5-19: In residential mixed-use developments, most open 
space should be used to provide attractive amenities for residents, 
including interior courtyards and perimeter landscaping.
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Open spaces such as retail plazas and outdoor seating areas 
should be located at building entries, or along or near well-traveled 
pedestrian routes to encourage frequent and spontaneous use. 
Amenities should be functional as well as visually appealing, with 
seating, tables, canopies and covering trellises. Plazas and open 
spaces should be generously landscaped with trees, planters and 
vines.  Permeable paving and/or creative site planning elements such 
as rain gardens are encouraged to alleviate the impacts of  paved 
areas on drainage.

Low walls may be used to screen service and mechanical areas, 
create spatial definition and to provide seating. Low walls should 
be designed of  quality materials that are complementary to the 
architecture of  the primary structure(s) on the property. 

5.2.5	 RESIDENTIAL MIXED-USE DEVELOPMENTS 
WITHIN COMMERCIAL AREAS

5.2.5.1	  Setbacks
To reinforce the Downtown commercial character of  Downtown 
Burlingame, mixed-use buildings with a residential component shall 
conform to the setback standards for commercial projects (outlined 
in Table 3-1 in Chapter 3).  The Community Development Director 
may allow increased side and rear setbacks to enhance the residential 
portion of  a mixed-use project provided the setbacks do not detract 
from the commercial storefront character of  the Downtown district.  
Setbacks and overall building form should maintain the human scale 
of  Downtown and be in keeping with the character of  the surround-
ings, with emphasis on mainintaining an active street edge and sidewalk 
boundary. 

5.2.5.2	 Noise and Ground Vibrations 
Projects with a residential component on California Drive should be 
designed to minimize noise impacts on residents from the Caltrain 

FIGURE 5-20: To reinforce the Downtown commercial 
character of  Downtown Burlingame, mixed-use buildings 
with a residential component shall conform to the setback 

standards for commercial projects.
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5.4	 ADDITIONAL DESIGN STANDARDS FOR ALL AREAS OF 
DOWNTOWN

5.4.1	 LAND USE TRANSITIONS
Where appropriate, when new projects are built adjacent to existing 
lower-scale residential development, care shall be taken to respect 
the scale and privacy of  adjacent properties.

5.4.1.1	 Massing and Scale Transitions
Transitions of  development intensity from higher density 
development building types to lower can be done through different 
building sizes or massing treatments that are compatible with the 
lower intensity surrounding uses.  Massing and orientation of  new 
buildings should respect the massing of  neighboring structures by 
varying the massing within a project, stepping back upper stories, 
reducing mass by composition of  solids and voids, and varying sizes 
of  elements to transition to smaller scale buildings.

5.4.1.2	 Privacy
Privacy of  neighboring structures should be maintained with 
windows and upper floor balconies positioned so they minimize 
views into neighboring properties, minimizing sight lines into and 
from neighboring properties, and limiting sun and shade impacts on 
abutting properties.

5.4.1.3	 Boundaries
Where appropriate, when different land uses or building scales are 
adjacent, boundaries should be established by providing pedestrian 
paseos and mews to create separation, rather than walls or fences.

FIGURE 5-36: Transitions of  development intensity from higher density 
development building types to lower can be done though building types or 
treatments that are compatible with the lower intensity surrounding uses.  

Boundaries can be established by providing pedestrian paseos and mews to 
create separation, rather than walls or fences.
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FIGURE 5-37: Transitions can also be made by stepping massing down within a 
project, with lower building elements providing a buffer between taller elements 

and adjacent lower-density development.
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FIGURE 5-39: Example of  two different land use intensities joined with a 
common paseo pathway.

FIGURE 5-38: Following a cooperative, rather than defensive design approach for the spaces between buildings results in a 
more coherent downtown feel, as opposed to a collection of  unrelated projects.
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5.4.2	 SHADOW IMPACTS
Every building invariably casts some shadows on adjoining parcels, 
public streets, and/or open spaces.  However, as the design of  a 
project is developed, consideration should be given to the potential 
shading impacts on surroundings.  Site plans, massing, and building 
design should respond to potential shading issues, minimizing 
shading impacts where they would be undesirable, or conversely 
maximizing shading where it is desired.  

As part of  the design review process, development in the Specific 
Plan Area that is proposed to be taller than existing surrounding 
structures should be evaluated for potential to create new shadows/
shade on public and/or quasi-public open spaces and major 
pedestrian routes.  At a minimum, shadow diagrams should be 
prepared for 9 AM, 12 noon, and 3 PM on March 21st, June 21st, 
September 21st, and December 21st (approximately corresponding 
to the solstices and equinoxes) to identify extreme conditions and 
trends.  If  warranted, diagrams could also be prepared for key dates 
or times of  day — for example, whether a sidewalk or public space 
would be shaded at lunchtime during warmer months. 

FIGURE 5-40: Sample shadow analysis shows the range of  shading conditions 
through the year.

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

9 am 12 noon 3 pm

March 21st March 21st March 21st

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

June 21st June 21st June 21st

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

September 21st September  21st September  21st

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

Proposed
Project

December  21st December  21st December  21st



5.0  Design & Character 

5-25

5.4.3	 SUSTAINABILITY AND GREEN BUILDING DESIGN 
	 Project design and materials to achieve sustainability and green building 

design should be incorporated into projects. Green building design 
considers the environment during design and construction and aims 
for compatibility with the local environment: to protect, respect and 
benefit from it. In general, sustainable buildings are energy efficient, 
water conserving, durable and nontoxic, with high-quality spaces and 
high recycled content materials. The following considerations should be 
included in site and building design:

•	 Resilient, durable, sustainable materials and finishes.
•	 Flexibility over time, to allow for re-use and adaptation.
•	 Optimize building orientation for heat gain, shading, daylighting, 

and natural ventilation.
•	 Design landscaping to create comfortable micro-climates and 

reduce heat island effects.
•	 Design for easy pedestrian, bicycle, and transit access, and provide 

on-site bicycle parking.
•	 Maximize on-site stormwater management through landscaping 

and permeable pavement.
•	 On flat roofs, utilize cool/white roofs to minimize heat gain. 
•	 Design lighting, plumbing, and equipment for efficient energy use.
•	 Create healthy indoor environments.
•	 Pursue adaptive re-use of  an existing building or portion of  a 

building as an alternative to demolition and rebuilding.
•	 Use creativity and innovation to build more sustainable 

environments.  One example is establishing gardens with edible 
fruits, vegetables or other plants as part of  project open space, or 
providing garden plots to residents for urban agriculture.

	 To reduce carbon footprint, new projects are encouraged to follow 
the standards and guidelines of  the Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) Green Building Rating System, 
developed by the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), and pursue 
LEED certification if  appropriate.

FIGURE 5-41: Use of  shading devices to control solar loads in 
summer and gain passive heat in winter.

FIGURE 5-42: Minimize stormwater runoff  to 
impermeable areas with landscaping, green roofs, and 
rain gardens when possible.
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5.4.4	L ANDSCAPE TREES
The City of  Burlingame has a long history of  proactive tree planting 
and proper tree care. From the late 1800’s when trees were planted 
along El Camino Real and Easton Drive to the current day, Burlingame 
has enjoyed the many benefits trees provide to an urban area.  
Burlingame's longtime commitment to trees is evidenced by recogni-
tion as a "Tree City USA" for 30 consecutive years. This is the longest 
streak in the County, 5th longest in the State and one of  the longest in 
the Country for receiving this award.

In Downtown Burlingame, trees include street trees lining sidewalks 
and roadways (typically within the public right-of-way), as well as trees 
on private property in settings such as landscaped setback areas, court-
yards, and roof  gardens.

Chapter 4: Streetscapes & Open Space) provides guidance for street 
trees within the public right-of-way.  Landscape trees on private prop-
erty have equal importance as part of  the "urban forest," in contrib-
uting environmental and aesthetic benefits to downtown.  Trees are 
important for their beauty, shade and coolness, economic benefits, and 
role in reducing energy use, pollution, and noise.     

The City of  Burlingame has an Urban Forest Management Plan that 
includes policies and management practices for both city and private 
trees.  Maintaining existing trees is a priority, and large trees on private 
property are protected by City Ordinance.  Any tree with a circumfer-
ence of  48 inches or more when measured 54 inches above the ground 
is a "Protected Tree." A permit is required to remove or heavily prune 
a protected tree. 

Consistent with Burlingame's status as "Tree City USA," new projects 
are required to incorporate trees into landscape and private open space 
plans.  Property owners should consult the Burlingame Urban Forest 
Management Plan for design considerations, planting techniques, and 
maintenance guidance. 

FIGURE 5-43: Consistent with Burlingame's status as "Tree City USA," 
new projects are required to incorporate trees into landscape and private 

open space plans. 
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