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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The San Rafael Library hired Noll & Tam Architects in April of 2018 to study sites for expansion or replacement of its downtown main library, the 
potential for expansion of its Canal neighborhood branch library, and sites for a possible new library branch in Terra Linda.

The City and the Library have been studying this problem for many years.  The most recent previous study, completed in July of 2017, concluded that 
to achieve parity with comparable nearby communities, San Rafael needs to increase its amount of library space to at least 45,000 square feet (see 
pages 7 and 8.)  The existing downtown main library is 12,500 square feet on two floors, and suffers from a number of challenges that make it difficult 
both to operate and to use.  It is also on a site where the building footprint cannot be significantly expanded, so that it is not possible to accommodate 
45,000 square feet of library space in the existing location.

The heart of the existing library is a well-loved historic building, opened in 1909 and constructed with funds donated by Andrew Carnegie.  The City is 
committed to maintaining the Carnegie building for public use.  Exploring whether that use can reasonably include its continuation as the downtown 
main library was part of the purpose of this study.

Noll & Tam presented our preliminary findings in a series of public meetings in June of 2018 in locations in each area of the city, and collected 
impressions and responses to the potential sites.  The list of sites was refined in response to this feedback, and more developed diagrams of the 
preferred locations were presented again at a second series of public meetings in October of 2018.  The input received at that stage was used to 
further narrow the options, and a final, more developed set of site possibilities was presented at a third set of public meetings in April of 2019.  
Representative public comments from those meetings are included here in the section about each area branch.  

We have worked closely throughout this process with the City and the Library, and together we have developed a vision for the future of the San 
Rafael  library system that we hope will be both useful and inspiring as the city chooses its path forward.

Our conclusion is that San Rafael should address its current and future library needs not by constructing a single 45,000 square foot building, but by 
combining a somewhat smaller downtown main branch with both a small new branch location in Terra Linda and an expansion of the existing 
Pickleweed Library branch at the Albert J. Boro Community Center in the Canal neighborhood to reach that total.
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As detailed in the following sections of this report, a single preferred solution arose throughout this process in both Terra Linda and the Canal 
neighborhood. 

For the downtown main library, three viable options have been selected and developed, which each have distinct advantages and challenges.  A 
conceptual cost estimate was performed to assist the City and the Library in evaluating each option, and the results are included here.  We caution, 
however, that the final results of pursuing each option are significantly different from each other, so while the financial numbers should be used to 
assist in overall planning, it is not a matter of simply ranking competing costs of similar things.

At the conclusion of the Library Facilities Planning Study, the Library Foundation paid for an independent survey to collect more information on which 
downtown library site option might be preferred. The survey was developed and made available in both English and Spanish to residents of San 
Rafael and other library users during May of 2019. It is attached as Appendix B of this report.  

1,057 interviews were conducted, and the results have been summarized in a separate report.
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PROPOSED QUANTITY OF LIBRARY SPACE PER RESIDENT, COMPARED TO OTHER CITIES

This graph shows the amount of library space in square feet per person for a selection of California cities of comparable size to San 
Rafael. San Rafael’s current library system provides a little more than 0.2 square feet per person. The suggested level is a little less 
than 0.8 square feet per person, which would put San Rafael in the middle of the range. 



SAN RAFAEL 
TODAY

SAN RAFAEL NEEDS 
TODAY

SAN RAFAEL 20 
YEAR VISION

POPULATION ~59,000 ~59,000 ~65,000

LIBRARY 
SQUARE FEET

14,500 SF 40,000 – 45,000 SF 45,000 – 50,000 SF

RESULTS OF PREVIOUS STUDY
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The San Rafael Service and Facilities Vision completed in July of 2017 concluded that to achieve the levels shown on the 
previous page, San Rafael needs to provide 40,000-45,000 square feet of library space to fulfill its current needs. 

*The 2017 Group 4 San Rafael Public Library Service and Facilities Vision Report stated that there was 17,600 sq. ft. of 

total Library Space. Since then, subsequent measurements have reduced that number to 14,500 sq. ft.



SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY OVERALL STRATEGY

OVERALL STRATEGY

Previous analysis has determined that current San Rafael library facilities are inadequate to meet the demands of the community. Based on the city’s population, it 
should have approximately 45,000 sq. ft. of library service space. 

Our recommendation is to meet this need by providing a combination of services in downtown, in Terra Linda and in the Canal neighborhood that together 
approach this goal.  

DOWNTOWN MAIN LIBRARY
The existing Main Library is 12,500 square feet.
Three options are presented for a larger main library: 

• CARNEGIE  - Restore the historic Carnegie library, demolish the previous building additions and construct a new addition in the same location for 
a total of 27,000 square feet

• BOYD PARK - Construct a new main library in Boyd Park at 20,000 square feet
• ALBERT PARK – Demolish most of the existing community center, renovate the existing large community room and construct a new, combined 

library and community center attached to it.  (26,000 square feet of dedicated library space; 17,700 square feet of shared community center 
space)

CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD
Expand the existing Pickleweed Library location (2,000 square feet), for a total of 7,000 square feet of library space.

TERRA LINDA: 
Continue current operations within the Northgate Mall (3,000 square feet as of June 2019) and consider renting a larger space in the mall, up to 11,000 square 
feet.

TOTAL: 30,000-45,000 SF
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TERRA LINDA

DOWNTOWN
CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD

LIBRARY SPACE

CURRENT PROJECTED

TERRA LINDA 3,000 SF 11,000 SF

DOWNTOWN 12,500 SF 20,000-27,000 
SF 

CANAL 
NEIGHBORHOOD

2,000 SF 7,000 SF

OVERALL STRATEGY
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY DOWNTOWN MAIN

DOWNTOWN BRANCH

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS:
• The downtown main library needs to be in a central location  where it can serve all parts of the city.  It should be approachable by car, transit, bicycle 

or on foot from other downtown amenities.
• We have shown and accounted for the cost of the creation of additional parking wherever it is possible in each of these options. They all assume, 

however, that continued shared use of existing downtown parking will be needed in addition to what can be provided nearest to the building.
• If the Carnegie option is not selected for the library, the restoration of the Carnegie building and its conversion to other public use remains a separate 

future project.  No description of that future project is attempted as part of this study, and its costs are not included in our projections.
• If the Carnegie option is selected, the Library will need a temporary location to provide library services during the construction project.  Cost for this 

temporary location is included in the cost projection for that option.

CARNEGIE
27,000 SF

BOYD PARK
20,000 SF

ALBERT PARK
26,000 SF

OTHER SITES STUDIED

700 B ST

45 JORDAN ST

12
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY CARNEGIE OPTION - DOWNTOWN MAIN

GROUND FLOOR – 10,000 SF SECOND FLOOR – 10,000 SF THIRD FLOOR – 7,000 SF

CARNEGIE OPTION

QUICK FACTS:
• PRESERVES AND RESTORES ORIGINAL 1909 CARNEGIE
• DEMOLISHES 1959 ADDITION (ORIGINALLY A PARKING GARAGE ON THE LOWER FLOOR) AND BUILDS A NEW 3-STORY ADDITION
• CREATES NEW ENTRY PATH AND REESTABLISHES ENTRY FROM THE FRONT OF THE BUILDING
• CREATES NEW PARKING DECK OVER EXISTING CITY PARKING
• REQUIRES TEMPORARY LIBRARY SPACE DURING CONSTRUCTION
• 27,000 SQUARE FEET
• $34,000,000 ESTIMATED COST

13



SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY CARNEGIE OPTION - DOWNTOWN MAIN

DEMOLISH EXISTING ADDITION 
TO CARNEGIE

PRESERVE AND 
RESTORE EXISTING 
CARNEGIE

NEW ADDITION
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY BOYD PARK OPTION - DOWNTOWN MAIN

GROUND FLOOR – 10,000 SF

SECOND FLOOR – 10,000 SFUNDERGROUND PARKING – 25 SPACES

NEW 
SIGNAL 
AND 
CROSSING

BOYD PARK OPTION

QUICK FACTS:
• OPPORTUNITY FOR AN ENTIRELY NEW BUILDING
• SITE RESTRICTIONS (HERITAGE TREES, ADJACENT HISTORIC BUILDINGS) LIMIT LIBRARY 

SIZE
• POSSIBLE TO PROVIDE SOME UNDERGROUND PARKING
• INCLUDES DEMOLITION OF EXISTING TENNIS COURTS
• REQUIRES ADDRESSING ADJACENT INTERSECTION AND OTHER TRAFFIC ISSUES FOR 

SAFE PEDESTRIAN ACCESS
• 20,000 SQUARE FEET
• $23,000,000 ESTIMATED COST
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY ALBERT PARK OPTION - DOWNTOWN MAIN

GROUND FLOOR – 25,500 SF SECOND FLOOR – 18,200 SF

ALBERT PARK OPTION

QUICK FACTS:
• DEMOLISH MOST OF EXISTING COMMUNITY CENTER AND BUILD NEW COMBINED COMMUNITY CENTER AND LIBRARY, PRESERVING EXISTING ORNAMENTAL 

GARDEN AND LARGE COMMUNITY MEETING ROOM
• THE NEW BUILDING HAS THE SAME NUMBER OF COMMUNITY MEETING ROOMS THAT CURRENTLY EXIST
• PARKING – OPTION TO CREATE ADDITIONAL PARKING ON ADJACENT GRASS AREA, OR LEAVE AS OPEN SPACE
• IMPROVED OUTDOOR SPACE FOR NEIGHBORING CHILDREN’S CENTER
• 26,000 SF LIBRARY AND 17,700 SF COMMUNITY CENTER, TOTALING 43,700 SQUARE FEET
• $43,000,000 TOTAL ESTIMATED COST - $17,500,000 COMMUNITY CENTER* AND $25,500,000 LIBRARY

* MEASURE A FUNDS MAY BE AVAILABLE FOR A PORTION OF THIS PROJECT
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY ALBERT PARK OPTION - DOWNTOWN MAIN

SITE
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY COMMUNITY COMMENTS - DOWNTOWN MAIN

DOWNTOWN MAIN COMMUNITY COMMENTS

EXISTING CARNEGIE SITE
1. INTEGRAL TO DOWNTOWN
2. EASILY ACCESSIBLE BY MULTIPLE MEANS OF TRANSPORT
3. ADDITION SHOULD BE DESIGNED WITH RESPECT TO 

THE CARNEGIE
4. HISTORICAL IMPORTANCE
5. WAIT UNTIL AFTER RENOVATIONS ARE MADE TO SEE IF 

ADDITIONAL PARKING IS NEEDED
6. BEST OPTION TRAFFIC-WISE
7. VIEW OF OAK TREES AND MANSION FROM UPPER FLOORS

BOYD PARK SITE
1. CURRENTLY AN UNDERUTILIZED SPACE
2. SITE HAS DRAINAGE AND FLOODING ISSUES
3. TRAFFIC ISSUES 
4. SITE IS TOO HIDDEN AWAY
5. TAKES UP TOO MUCH PARK/GREEN SPACE
6. REMOVAL OF EXISTING TENNIS COURTS/LOSS OF PARK SPACE

ALBERT PARK SITE
1. CLOSE TO CHILD CARE CENTER AND COMMUNITY CENTER
2. OPPORTUNITY FOR STATE-OF-THE-ART DESIGN FROM SCRATCH
3. TWO SCHOOLS NEARBY-DAVIDSON AND LAUREL DELL
4. WOULD NOT REQUIRE A TEMPORARY LIBRARY
5. LOSS OF PARK SPACE
6. SITE IS TOO CLOSED IN – ACCESS VIA ONLY ONE STREET
7. HOW DO WE DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN A COMMUNITY CENTER 

AND A LIBRARY?
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY OPTIONS NOT SELECTED - DOWNTOWN MAIN

700 B ST
30,000 SF

SITE (CURRENTLY IN USE BY SAFEWAY) IS NOT 
AVAILABLE – PREVIOUSLY OWNERS HAD 
INDICATED THAT IT MIGHT BE.

45 JORDAN ST
30,000 SF

INDUSTRIAL LOCATION TOO DIFFICULT FOR PEDESTRIANS 
AND BICYCLES TO ACCESS.
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD BRANCH

PICKLEWEED LIBRARY IN THE ALBERT J. BORO COMMUNITY CENTER:

QUICK FACTS:
• LARGEST EXPANSION THAT DOES NOT COMPROMISE EXISTING PLAYGROUNDS (EXPANSION MAY IMPACT BARBEQUE AREA).
• KEEPS ENTRANCE IN SAME LOCATION
• EXPANDS AND IMPROVES PARKING (AS POSSIBLE)
• 7,000 SQUARE FEET
• $7,400,000 ESTIMATED COST

CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD
7,000 SF
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD BRANCH

AREA OF NEW BUILDING
AREA OF EXISTING 
LIBRARY
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY COMMUNITY COMMENTS – CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD BRANCH

PICKLEWEED LIBRARY COMMUNITY COMMENTS

1. THERE IS A NEED FOR DAYTIME SENIOR PROGRAMMING

2. FLEXIBLE SPACES ARE IMPORTANT

3. EMPHASIS ON CHILDREN’S AREA – BAHIA VISTA ELEMENTARY IS NEARBY AND THIS COULD BE A GREAT 
AFTER-SCHOOL OPTION FOR THEM

4. THIS IS A GROWING COMMUNITY THAT WILL USE AS MUCH SPACE AS IS PROVIDED

5. IF PARKING INCREASES, THE LANDSCAPING SHOULD BE ENHANCED

6. THE PLAYGROUND AND BARBEQUE AREA NEED TO STAY

7. HAVING A TEEN AREA IS A PRIORITY

8. IS A 2 STORY LIBRARY AN OPTION?

9. COULD THERE BE SOLAR PANELS ON THE ROOF?

10. NEED FOR SECURE BIKE PARKING
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY OPTIONS NOT SELECTED – CANAL NEIGHBORHOOD BRANCH

Possibilities for different size expansions 
were studied, but public comment 
overwhelmingly encouraged 
development of the larger size addition 
shown on page 24.
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY TERRA LINDA BRANCH

TERRA LINDA BRANCH:

For Terra Linda we studied many possibilities in a variety of locations.
Early feedback helped us narrow the options to the three locations shown in color on the map below, which were then developed in greater detail.

During the course of this study, the owners of Northgate Mall (one of the preferred options) approached the Library and invited them to try out 
providing library services in a recently vacated 3,000 square foot space.  The experiment has received very positive feedback from the 
community.

Our recommendation is to continue, and consider expanding operations at Northgate Mall.

NORTHGATE MALL
3,000-11,000 SF

OTHER SITES STUDIED
MILLER CREEK 
SCHOOL DISTRICT 
OFFICE SITE

10,000 SF
TERRA LINDA CC

15,000-30,000 SF

50 NOVA ALBION

603 DEL GANADO

111 LAS GALINAS 

28
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY NORTHGATE MALL - TERRA LINDA BRANCH

CURRENT FACILITY

EXAMPLE OF 
POSSIBLE 

ALTERNATE

NORTHGATE MALL

QUICK FACTS:
• CURRENT POP-UP EXPERIMENT HAS BEEN POPULAR AND SUCCESSFUL
• BRINGS PEOPLE INTO THE MALL 
• OPPORTUNITY TO POSSIBLY MOVE TO A LARGER SITE WITHIN THE MALL
• CURRENTLY RENTING 3,000 SF SPACE; COULD INCREASE TO 11,000 SQUARE FEET
• $1,000,000 - $5,000,000 ESTIMATED COST
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY COMMUNITY COMMENTS - TERRA LINDA BRANCH

TERRA LINDA BRANCH COMMUNITY COMMENTS

TERRA LINDA COMMUNITY CENTER SITE
1. WALKABLE AND BIKEABLE LOCATION
2. OPPORTUNITY TO IMPROVE COMMUNITY CENTER
3. SENIOR SERVICES SHOULD BE A PRIORITY
4. NEAR A LOT OF HOMES
5. SPORT COURT HOSTS LOTS OF EVENTS
6. COULD HAVE PARKING ISSUES DURING SWIM TEAM SEASON

NORTHGATE MALL SITES
1. IMPROVEMENT FOR THE MALL
2. LOTS OF PARKING
3. BUS STOPS AND BIKE PATHS NEARBY
4. NEED TO INCLUDE SOME OUTDOOR SPACE
5. LIBRARY SHOULDN’T MIX WITH CONSUMERISM
6. NOT WALKABLE
7. TOO MUCH TRAFFIC

MILLER CREEK SCHOOL DISTRICT OFFICE SITE:
1. LOTS OF OUTDOOR SPACE
2. QUIET AND TRANQUIL LOCATION
3. TOO MUCH TRAFFIC
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY MILLER CREEK SCHOOL DISTRICT OFFICE SITE -
TERRA LINDA BRANCH

MILLER CREEK SCHOOL DISTRICT OFFICE SITE:
• CLOSE PROXIMITY TO HIGH SCHOOL
• CONCERNS ABOUT TRAFFIC SURROUNDING SCHOOL HOURS
• 10,000 SQUARE FEET
• $12,000,000 ESTIMATED COST

OPTIONS NOT SELECTED
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY TERRA LINDA CC OPTION 1 - TERRA LINDA BRANCH

TERRA LINDA CC - OPTION 1:
• DEMOLISH EXISTING  COMMUNITY CENTER AND BUILD NEW COMBINED COMMUNITY CENTER AND LIBRARY
• COMMUNITY CENTER WOULD DOUBLE IN SIZE
• BASKETBALL COURT IS REMOVED
• 34,000 SQUARE FEET
• $33,000,000 ESTIMATED COST

OPTIONS NOT SELECTED
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY TERRA LINDA CC OPTION 2 - TERRA LINDA BRANCH

TERRA LINDA CC - OPTION 2:
• DEMOLISH EXISTING COMMUNITY CENTER AND CREATE NEW COMBINED COMMUNITY CENTER AND LIBRARY
• COMMUNITY CENTER IS REPLACED AT EXISTING SIZE
• BASKETBALL COURT AND OTHER EXTERIOR AMENITES ARE NOT REDUCED
• 16,000 SQUARE FEET
• $18,000,000 ESTIMATED COST

OPTIONS NOT SELECTED
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY NORTHGATE MALL NEW BUILDING OPTION  -
TERRA LINDA BRANCH

NORTHGATE MALL NEW BUILDING OPTION:
• NEW BUILDING USING SECTION OF NORTHGATE MALL PARKING LOT
• PLENTY OF AVAILABLE PARKING
• CREATE GREEN SPACES AROUND LIBRARY TO SEPARATE FROM STREET
• ALREADY FLAT SITE, EASILY ACCESSIBLE
• 21,000 SQUARE FEET
• $21,000,000 ESTIMATED COST

OPTIONS NOT SELECTED
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY OTHER OPTIONS NOT SELECTED - TERRA LINDA BRANCH

5800 NORTHGATE MALL - 15,000 SF 603 DEL GANADO RD - 15,000 SF

50 NOVA ALBION WAY – 12,000 SF 1111 LAS GALINAS AVE – 9,000 SF
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SAN RAFAEL PUBLIC LIBRARY FACILITIES PLANNING STUDY APPENDIX A-DETAILED COST ESTIMATE
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