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I. Progress To Date
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Precise Plan Milestones
January 2019

March/April

April

May

May

June

August

August

September

September

October 

November

Project Kick-Off

Gen. Plan Steering Committee: Visioning, Prioritization

Pop-Up Workshop at 2nd Friday Art Walk

Downtown Stakeholders Focus Group Meetings

Multi-Day Design Charrette

Downtown Profile Report

Draft Downtown Options Report

Pop-Up Workshop at Farmer’s Market

Planning Commission Study Session 

Final Downtown Options Report

City Council Study Session, General Plan Steering Committee: 

Downtown Options

Citizens Advisory Committee 
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Precise Plan Milestones
February 2020

April

May 

May

July

August

December

General Plan Steering Committee: Historic Resources

Administrative Draft Precise Plan and Code

FBC-101 Video series

General Plan Steering Committee: Admin Draft Plan and Code

Citizens Advisory Committee: Admin Draft Plan and Code

Gen. Plan Steering Committee: Form-Based Code Walk-Through

Public Review Draft Precise Plan and Code
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II. Structure + Organization
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What do the Precise Plan and Code do?

The Downtown Precise Plan sets policies and standards to 

guide the City in prioritizing public investment and regulating 

private development to achieve the community vision. It 

includes:

▪ Design Principles that define the community vision 

▪ Guiding Policies to aid decision making

▪ Strategies that are recommendations, but not

requirements, to achieve plan goals

▪ Implementing Actions that are required steps to realize 

the Precise Plan vision

The Downtown Form-Based Code 

(Chapter Nine of the Precise Plan 

document) will be used for the day-to-

day implementation of the Plan, along 

with other related documents 

currently used by City staff.
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Key Themes
Refer Vision 
Summary

1. Recalibrate the role of Downtown from a retail and employment district into a mixed-use center.

2. Promote housing in Downtown to meet a variety of needs and lifestyle choices. 

3. Foster a continued sense of identity through focused investments at important Downtown nodes. 

4. Preserve Downtown’s unique history and built heritage while encouraging new development.

5. Create an exemplary public realm to improve pedestrian and bicycle connectivity. 

6. Ensure that future development patterns can adapt to climate change and sea-level rise. 

7. Create a predictable development review process to allow streamlining of project proposals.  
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How is the Specific Plan organized?
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III. Chapter Highlights
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Chapters

Introduction + Comm. 
Engagement 

Existing Conditions

Design Principles + 
Guiding Policies
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Community Outreach

Extensive and 
sustained outreach to 
understand 
community concerns 
and priorities

Refer Section 
1.3
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Existing Conditions Analysis

Analysis of existing site and 
market conditions

Extensive outreach to 
understand community 
concerns and priorities

Key challenges and 
opportunities identified 

Design Principles to 
address challenges and 
avail of opportunities 

Refer Chapter 
2
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Opportunities + Challenges
Refer Section 
2.6

Opportunity 1
Central location and an established 

regional center with diverse jobs 

and a strong economic base

Opportunity 2
Authentic built character with unique 

historic, cultural and community assets, 

access to nature and mild climate

Opportunity 3
Major transportation hub with potential 

for mixed-use development

Challenge 1
Development constraints limit 
infill opportunities and inhibit 
housing diversity

Challenge 2
Inadequate active 
transportation facilities and 
barriers to connectivity

Challenge 3 
Unclear historic status of many 
older Downtown properties

Challenge 4 
Potential impact of climate 
change and sea-level rise in 
parts of Downtown

Challenge 5
Impact of evolving retail trends 
on Downtown

Challenge 6 
Rising homelessness and 
concerns about safety
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Eight Design Principles
Refer Section 
3.1
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Guiding Policies + Expected Outcomes

Each Design Principle has:

▪ Guiding Policies to help 

decision-making

▪ Expected Outcomes to 

monitor and evaluate plan 

implementation
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Chapter

Design Vision
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Design Vision
Refer Section 
4.1

▪ Compact, mixed-use development on infill sites including a 

variety of building types

▪ Focused development at Downtown gateways from the 

east, west and the SMART station to create a sense of 

arrival

▪ New development compatible in scale and form with the 

existing built fabric

▪ Development on larger sites (typically achieved through lot 

consolidation) avoids large, monolithic buildings for 

appropriate height and form transitions

▪ A cohesive network of bicycle and pedestrian-priority 

streets link key destinations and open spaces, enhancing 

the public realm



Downtown San Rafael Precise Plan | Planning Commission Public Hearing | January 12th, 2021 19

Illustrative Vision
Refer Section 
4.1
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Regulating Plan
Refer Section 
4.2
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Summary of Built Character 
Refer Section 
4.2
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Heights, Transitions + Bonuses
Refer Section 
4.3

▪ Clarified base and bonus 

heights for Downtown 

zones

▪ Tiered height bonus 

system
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Public Realm Framework
Refer Section 
4.4

▪ Parks and plazas create 

gathering spaces  

▪ Streets and passages 

enhance connectivity 

▪ Natural systems mitigate 

flooding, add resilience
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Downtown Sub-Areas

Four Downtown sub-

areas to reinforce 

existing character and 

function, and establish a 

hierarchy of built form 

and intensity of use

Refer Section 
4.5

West End Village
A compact, low-rise 
neighborhood with a 
variety of housing, 
eclectic shops and 
local businesses.

Downtown Core
The retail, cultural 
and entertainment 
heart of Downtown 
anchored by Fourth 
Street.

Downtown
Gateway
A vibrant, mixed-use 
node with new 
housing, employment 
and civic space.

Montecito
Commercial
A neighborhood with a 
unique waterfront 
identity, with new 
housing supported by 
amenities and transit.
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Downtown Sub-Areas
Refer Section 
4.5

Development program, built character, transportation, public realm 

improvements described for each sub-area
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Chapter

Historic Resources
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Historic Resources: Overview
Key topics: 

▪ Historic context statement related to key 

periods of Downtown’s development

▪ Updated survey and inventory of 572 

properties 

▪ 90 new potential resources, 2 new 

potentially eligible historic districts

▪ Recommendations for Historic 

Preservation ordinance including review 

processes and developing incentives for 

historic preservation

▪ Downtown Historic Resources Summary 

Report on General Plan 2040 website 

provides additional information and DPR 

523 forms

Refer Historic Resources 
Summary Report
https://www.cityofsanrafael.org/down

town-historic-preservation/
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French Quarter 

Historic District

Victorian Village 

Historic District

Updated Historic Resources
Refer Section 
5.3

Existing historic landmarks designated prior to 2019-20 survey [9]

Existing historic districts designated prior to 2019-20 survey [2]

Eligible as an individual resource in 2019-20 survey [71]

Eligible as a contributing resource in 2019-20 survey [19]

Potentially eligible historic districts [2]



Downtown San Rafael Precise Plan | Planning Commission Public Hearing | January 12th, 2021 29

Procedures + Processes
Refer Section 
5.6

Streamlining and clarifying Downtown 

historic resources

▪ Secretary of the Interiors Standards for 

Rehabilitation (SISR) used to provide 

guidance for projects related to 

Downtown historic resources 

▪ Procedural options illustrated for different 

categories of potential projects in 

Downtown
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Procedures + Processes
Refer Section 
5.6
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Chapter

Transportation
+ Parking
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Transportation + Parking: Overview

Key topics: 

▪ A “layered network” approach

prioritizing different travel modes to 

create “complete streets”

▪ Street prioritization networks for bicycle, 

pedestrian, vehicular and transit use, 

including strategies and recommended 

improvements

▪ Proposed short and long-term 

transformations for key streets, subject 

to further study

▪ Recommendations for parking 

management including expanding 

Parking Assessment District

▪ Guidance on reducing VMT,  wayfinding
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Pedestrian priority network

▪ Fourth Street reinforced as 

downtown’s “Main Street”

▪ Focused improvements on 

Tamalpais Avenue and Transit 

Village area 

▪ Improving pedestrian safety at 

key intersections and on E-W 

streets beneath US-101 

▪ Enhanced north-south 

connectivity with A, B, Tamalpais, 

Lindaro and Grand as priority 

streets

▪ Aligned with City’s BPMP and 

General Plan recommendations

Refer Section 
6.2
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Bicycle priority network

▪ Focus on north-south and east-

west connectivity by filling in 

missing gaps and linking to City-

wide networks

▪ Fourth Street key east-west 

connection as a low-speed shared 

street

▪ A, E, Grand major bicycle routes

▪ Fifth, Second, Third and Tamalpais 

need further study for final 

recommendations

Refer Section 
6.2
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Vehicular priority network

▪ Second-Third and Irwin-

Hetherton Streets main vehicular 

corridors 

▪ B Street proposed to be converted 

to two-way

▪ C,D Streets designated emergency 

response routes

▪ Francisco Blvd. W from Second 

Street to Rice Drive proposed to 

be converted to one-way 

▪ West End gateway by 

reconfiguring intersection of 

Second, Fourth, Marquard Avenue

Refer Section 
6.2
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Transit priority network

▪ Irwin, Hetherton Streets along 

with connecting E-W streets 

remain high frequency transit 

corridors to support Transit 

Center functions

▪ Fourth Street main E-W bus 

route within Downtown

Refer Section 
6.2
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Illustrative street transformations

Near-term and long-term transformations for key 

Downtown streets

Refer Section 
6.4

Fourth Street 

between E and 

Hetherton
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Chapter

Affordable Housing + 
Anti-Displacement
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Affordable Housing + Anti-Displacement

Key topics: 

▪ Analysis of existing policies and programs and 

potential new strategies to promote affordable  

housing and tenant protection

▪ 514 affordable units in Downtown [286 publicly 

assisted affordable rental + 228 BMR rental, 2018] 

▪ Housing Element 2015-2023 context: RHNA target 

of 1,007 units will likely be met by: projects 

built / under construction

237 permitted projects

526 pipeline projects 

[2019 figures]
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Affordable Housing + Anti-Displacement

Housing production strategies

▪ Enhanced Downtown height bonus aligned with 

General Plan FAR 3.0 to 6.0

▪ Parking reductions, expanded parking district

▪ Streamlined development review

▪ Air rights development/ land write-downs

▪ Innovative housing such as CLTs, Co-Ops

Tenant protection strategies

▪ Maintain tenant protection and relocation 

ordinance

▪ Preservation of existing; ”no-net-loss/ one-for-one” 

replacement for deed-restricted affordable units
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Chapter

Implementation
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Implementation Strategy
Roadmap to implementation:

▪ Placemaking through priority 

transportation and public realm 

projects, focusing on key nodes 

▪ Facilitating incremental infill of small 

and medium projects through the 

Form-Based Code and simpler 

entitlement process

▪ Short-term pilot projects and tactical 

urbanism to test design concepts at 

low cost and build community support

▪ Sustain local businesses and 

institutions with policies to prevent 

displacement
Description Timing Priority Potential 

funding 

sources 
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Priority Public Realm Projects
Refer Section 
8.1
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Economic Development

▪ Economic Development Strategy with 

actions, timeline and responsible 

parties

▪ Potential Financing Strategies and 

Funding Sources based on fiscal 

analysis findings and considering the 

impact of Covid-19

▪ Additional recommendations 

addressing issues specific to 

downtown: parcel aggregation, 

repurposing historic buildings, 

Downtown retail 

Refer Section 
8.2
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Precise Plan Actions

Recommended actions:

▪ Historic Resources 

Management

▪ Affordable Housing and Anti-

Displacement

▪ Utility Infrastructure

▪ Adaptation to Climate 

Change

Steps for Plan monitoring and 

enforcement 

Refer Sections 8.3, 
8.4
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Discussion


