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3 Land Use 
 
 

The Land Use Element includes policies guiding the physical form of the city and provides direction on 

growth management, development, and land use compatibility.  It includes the San Rafael Land Use Map, 

which shows the location and intensity of land uses envisioned for the future.  The Element identifies those 

areas of the city where change will be encouraged as well as those areas where existing uses will be 

maintained and enhanced.  The intent is to direct growth and reinvestment strategically, reinforcing San 

Rafael®s best qualities while revitalizing areas in need of improvement. 

 

Government Code Section 65302 (a) defines the requirements for the Land Use Element.  State law 

requires that the Element designate the general distribution, location, and extent of land used for housing, 

business, industry, open space, recreational facilities, education, public buildings and lands, mineral 

extraction, and waste disposal.  It must also contain standards for population density and building intensity.  

These standards must be coordinated with plans for transportation and infrastructure and must reflect 

environmental constraints such as sea level rise and wildfire hazards.   

 

The Land Use Element is closely aligned with other elements of the General Plan.  The Mobility Element 

has been calibrated with the Land Use Element to ensure that transportation capacity is adequate to 

support new development.  At the same time, the Land Use Element shifts development patterns to make 

walking, bicycling, and transit use a more viable way to get around.  The Land Use Element similarly aims 

to reduce the hazards identified in the Safety and Resilience Element, while preserving the natural 

resources addressed in the Conservation and Climate Change Element.  It includes Map designations and 

policies to meet the housing needs identified in the Housing Element.   

 

The Land Use Element guides future change to fit the desired character of San Rafael, preserve the city®s 

historic qualities and natural environment, serve community needs, sustain the local economy, and 

enhance the quality of life.  Its goals and policies provide the direction needed to strengthen San Rafael®s 

sense of place and keep the city a place that feels like ̄ home.°   

Land Use and the Quality of Life  
 

San Rafael is a desirable place to live, work, or own 

a business in part due to the variety of land uses 

that can be found in the city.  It offers older 

neighborhoods with traditional city blocks and 

mixed uses, as well as mid- to late- 20th Century 

suburban areas where residential and commercial 

uses have been separated.  Its neighborhoods are 

complemented by multiple business districts, 

ranging from industrial areas to office parks to 

neighborhood shopping centers.  Its developed 

areas are complemented by a network of open 

spaces, connecting the city to nature and making it 

more interesting and scenic.  Past land use 

decisions have maintained a balance of uses that 

give the city a ¯hometown° quality and make San 

Rafael what it is today.   
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Profile of Existing Land Uses  

 

Chart 3-1 shows existing land uses in San Rafael in 2019.  The Planning Area includes 19,345 acres of 

land, or about 30 square miles.  Roughly 52 percent of this acreage is open space.  About two-thirds of the 

open space (7,100 acres) is public while about one-third (2,800 acres) is private, including ranchland, golf 

courses, cemeteries, quarries, and common areas within planned development.  Residential uses 

represent 26 percent of the Planning Area acreage.  This includes 4,200 acres of low density or single-

family housing development, 400 acres of medium density housing development, and 400 acres of high-

density housing development.  Streets and other transportation and utility uses represent about 12 percent 

of the Planning Area.  Commercial, office, and industrial uses represent less than five percent. 

 

Within the San Rafael city limits, the percentage of open space is lower and the percentage of urbanized 

uses are higher.  Even so, 36 percent of the land area within the city limits is open space.  Residential uses 

represent 32 percent of the area within the city limits.  Transportation and utilities represent 16 percent , 

while commercial and industrial uses are about eight percent.  Only about three percent of the land within 

the city limits³or 290 acres³is vacant.  Vacant land includes properties that are zoned for urban uses 

such as housing or industry but have minimal or no improvements.    

 

 

Land Use Planning Concepts  

 

The Land Use Element reflects the Guiding Principles of General Plan 2040 (see P. 2-19).  It strategically 

directs San Rafael®s growth to areas where it will strengthen the city, protect natural resources, reduce 

exposure to environmental hazards, support climate change initiatives, and conserve and strengthen 

existing neighborhoods.  The land use goals and policies are underpinned by a basic belief that change is 

both inevitable and necessary and should be harnessed to achieve the vision of a thriving city.  Standing 

still is not an option for San Rafael.  The city has always been the vanguard of change in Marin County, and 

will lead the way in the future.  Several basic planning concepts inform this element. 
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Transit -Oriented Development  
 

The 2040 Plan adapts the concept of ¯transit-oriented development° (or ¯TOD°) to the context of San 

Rafael.  This concept allows for higher residential densities and a greater variety of land uses (offices, 

housing, retail, services, etc.) in a limited number of geographic areas.  By strategically directing future 

development to these areas, and siting different uses close together, more trips can be made through a 

short walk, bicycle ride, or bus ride instead of a car.  TOD provides the additional advantage of creating 

more interesting and diverse places, with housing, restaurants, shopping, and workplaces in close 

proximity.  Building at higher densities can use land more efficiently and make housing more affordable, 

accommodating smaller housing units and reducing the number of necessary parking spaces.   

 

In the context of San Rafael, the TOD concept must be tailored to avoid a ¯one size fits all° approach and 

recognize the limitations of transit. Even in TOD areas, it is expected that many residents will still own cars 

and drive to work.  But driving becomes a choice for these residents, and not the only option available.  

Even a small decrease in auto dependency can help move the City toward its greenhouse gas reduction 

goals.   

 

The focus is on Downtown San Rafael where a robust network of bus routes provides access to many 

destinations in Marin County as well as San Francisco and the East Bay, and the SMART train provides an 

option for those commuting from points north.  A more limited version of TOD is envisioned at the Civic 

Center Station, particularly at and around Northgate Mall to the northwest of the Station.  In southeast San 

Rafael, the transit network is less robust but there are still opportunities to develop housing and 

commercial uses that are less auto-dependent.  There are also opportunities to improve transit and 

develop a more complete network of sidewalks and bike lanes, making it more practical to get around 

without a car.   

 

 

  

What®s a V̄ibrant° City, Any way?  

During General Plan community meetings, 

participants were asked to name the one 

word that best described their aspirations 

for Downtown.  At each meeting, the most 

commonly mentioned word was ¯vibrant.°  

But what does that really mean?   

While there is no common metric for 

vibrancy, the word conjures up images of 

energy and enthusiasm.  A vibrant city is 

full of life.  It has outdoor events like 

concerts and farmers markets, and a 

diverse range of restaurants and shops.  

There are few vacant storefronts.  There 

are interesting buildings and architecture .  

There®s a strong sense of place that draws 

people back.  There®s art, film, music, and 

other forms of culture.  Most of all, there®s 

a strong sense of place that lifts the spirit 

and draws people back.  
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Resilience  
 

The Land Use Element responds to the chronic risks that come from living with natural disasters, including 

wildfires, earthquakes, and floods.  This requires more than just being prepared for emergencies. The Land 

Use Map itself responds to hazard levels in different parts of the city, limiting development in high fire-

hazard areas and on steep landslide-prone hillsides.  Policies in the General Plan require elevated 

foundations in low-lying areas, and flood-proofing buildings where sea level rise is an issue.  The Land Use 

Map includes a sea level rise overlay area, providing a reminder of where extra steps may be necessary to 

ensure the safety of life and property.   

 

Growth  Management and Community Benefits  
 

Policies in this Element carry forward the prior General Plan®s emphasis on growth management, 

particularly the idea that development should be permitted only when adequate transportation, 

infrastructure, and public services are available, or will be in place when the project is built.  The concept 

has been updated to reflect current resource constraints, as well as the evolving notion of what constitutes 

an ¯adequate° level of service.  There are locations in San Rafael³Downtown, for example³where 

¯adequate° transportation may mean reliable transit and bike lanes, rather than free-flowing arterials.  

Growth management also means balancing job growth and housing growth and providing housing that 

meets the needs of the local workforce. 

 

This Element also supports the idea that new development may receive incentives or bonuses if it provides 

¯community benefits.°  In other words, a project may be able to add housing units or floor space beyond 

what is allowed by zoning if it provides amenities like affordable housing, childcare, or community meeting 

space.  In some cases, this may mean allowing a taller building, reduced setbacks, or other project features 

that make the project more viable.  This approach to project entitlement has become more important since 

the dissolution of redevelopment agencies in California in 2012, as cities seek creative approaches to 

finance capital projects, build affordable housing, and provide other improvements that were formally 

funded through tax increments.  State law already requires density bonuses for affordable housing; San 

Rafael has also developed policies that allow bonuses for other types of improvements. 

 

Complete Community  
 

The General Plan embraces the idea that San Rafael should remain a ¯complete community° that includes 

a diversity of land uses.  The Plan includes strong policies to preserve industrial land, retain neighborhood 

centers, sustain employment districts, and provide a variety of neighborhood, community, and regional 

commercial uses.  Similarly, the Plan recognizes the importance of providing diverse housing choices, 

including affordable housing and multi-family development as well as single family neighborhoods.  Land 

use policies particularly support ¯missing middle° housing types such as duplexes, triplexes, and 

townhomes.   

 

Another aspect of the complete community concept is that a full range services are available within a short 

distance from all residents.  In Downtown San Rafael, this might mean a 15-minute walk.  In Terra Linda, it 

might mean a 5-minute drive.   Within that radius, one should be able to get to school, a park, a grocery 

store, and other facilities that provide basic daily needs.  Having these services readily available can 

reduce social isolation and vehicle trip lengths while also promoting more equitable development patterns.  

 

Sustaining a diverse mix of land uses means that policies addressing specific uses may be required.  In 

some cases, the intent is to identify the uses to be attracted and strategies for sustaining them.  In other 

cases, the policies may address compatibility issues, with the objective of ensuring that new uses fit in and 

enhance the community.  Land use compatibility is one of the major purposes of the Land Use Element.  
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Accordingly, there are specific policies in this Element for hotels, self-storage facilities, childcare, mixed 

use development, short-term rentals, industry, wastewater plants, and other uses that one finds in a 

complete community.  As the City recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic and prepares its Housing 

Element, new policies may also be needed for the repurposing of vacant office and retail space to housing 

and other uses.   

 

Neighborhood Conservation  
 

The Land Use Element recognizes that neighborhoods are the essence of San Rafael and the building 

blocks of the city.  Focusing future growth Downtown, in the North San Rafael Town Center, and on 

underutilized commercial sites will relieve some of the pressure on our neighborhoods to accommod ate 

San Rafael®s future growth.  For the most part, San Rafael neighborhoods will be conserved and enhanced.  

Compatible infill development will take place on vacant sites that have been skipped over in the past. This 

development should be compatible with the character-defining features of the surrounding neighborhood.    

 

Neighborhood conservation does not mean that things will stay exactly as they are today. Residents may 

modernize their properties, add on to their homes, build accessory dwelling units (ADUs), or start a home 

business.  This kind of reinvestment is both desired and encouraged, as neighborhoods continue to evolve 

and thrive.  The General Plan recognizes that there may be inherent tension between conserving 

neighborhoods and achieving growth and development goals.  The Plan®s policies strive for balancing 

these goals.  Land use programs emphasize the use of zoning, density limits, design standards, and 

development review as tools for maintaining compatibility between new development and existing uses,   

   

 

Land Use Map  

 

Figure 3-1 is the General Plan 2040 Land Use Map for San Rafael.  It shows the pattern of uses envisioned 

in the horizon year of the Plan (e.g., 2040).  Because San Rafael is mostly built out, this pattern matches 

existing land uses in most locations.  However, there are a number of areas where the Map allows different 

uses or more intense uses in the future, reflecting the policies that appear throughout this Plan.  The Map 

identifies areas planned for residential, commercial, industrial, public, institutional, and open space uses, 

and includes a number of specialized categories.    

 

Zoning maps are required to be ¯consistent° with General Plan Maps, but they do not need to match them 

exactly.  A zoning map depicts what is allowed today, while a General Plan Map depicts the vision for 2040.  

Decision-makers may use the General Plan Map to evaluate requests for rezoning, and for coordinating 

infrastructure and capital improvement decisions with anticipated patterns of growth.   

 

Early General Plans for San Rafael used a few simple categories to express the desired pattern of future 

growth.  The 1963 Plan used five categories: residential, commercial, industrial, institutions, and park and 

open space.  Each successive plan added more categories, reflecting a finer-grain map and greater 

direction on future land use and development.  By General Plan 2020, there were 28 categories on the 

Map.  General Plan 2040 carries most of those categories forward but consolidates Downtown categories 

and a few others.  There are 19 categories shown on the Map. 
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Density and Intensity Metrics  
 

State law requires that the Land Use Element of the General Plan 

define the ¯standards of population density and building intensity for 

the various districts and other territory covered by the Plan° (Gov. 

Code § 65302(a)).  Practically speaking, this means that multiple 

residential categories are shown on the map, each differentiated by 

the number of housing units allowed per acre (density).  Commercial 

and industrial categories are differentiated by the types of uses 

present, along with a metric such as floor area that determines the 

maximum size of buildings.   

 

Density is expressed as the number of housing units permitted on 

each net acre of land (this is also referred to as ¯net density.°)  A net 

acre of land excludes public and private streets, easements, and 

areas that are considered ¯unbuildable° due to natural constrains 

such as wetlands and steep slopes.  Areas that are used for facilities 

serving residents of the development (including recreational 

features such as swimming pools and private playgrounds) 

driveways and accessways, parking lots, and parcels developed with 

housing are considered ¯developable° and are included in net 

acreage and the net density calculation. 

 

For non-residential uses, the amount of floor area that may be built 

on any given site is regulated by Floor Area Ratio, or FAR.  This is 

the measurement of a building®s floor area relative to the size of the 

parcel on which it is located. FAR is expressed as a decimal number 

and is derived by dividing building area by lot area.  A 10,000 parcel 

with a 5,000 square foot building would have an FAR of 0.5.  While a 

maximum allowable FAR is included in the definitions for each of the 

commercial, industrial, and mixed use categories, this maximum is 

not permitted in all cases.  There are maps in this Element that 

indicate where lower limits apply.   

 

Mixed use buildings³in other words, those combining residential 

and commercial uses on the same property³are subject to special 

requirements. The residential portion of the building is subject to 

residential density standards, while the commercial portion is 

subject to FAR standards.  This provides an incentive for mixed use 

projects on commercially zoned sites, as the total allowable floor 

area is greater when housing is included.   

 

A different standard applies in Downtown San Rafael, where a 

¯Downtown Mixed Use° General Plan designation applies.  There 

are no limits on residential density in this designation, but a 

maximum allowable FAR  applies.  The Downtown FAR limit includes 

both non-residential and residential space, creating more flexibility 

for future development.  The intensity of buildings is primarily 

determined by height limits, which vary across the Downtown area.    

Gross and Net Densities  

 

Prior General Plans for San 

Rafael used ¯gross° density to 

express residential 

development potential.  Gross 

densities include streets, 

utilities, and easements and 

are usually used in 

communities with large single 

family subdivisions being 

developed on former open 

spaces.   

General Plan 2040 shifts to 

¯net° densities.  This is a more 

appropriate metric in mature 

cities where streets are 

already in place and most 

development is expected to 

occur on infill sites. Net 

densities exclude streets and 

easements.   As a rule of 

thumb, gross densities are 

typically 20 to 30 percent lower 

than net densities.  



 

 

  

Figure 3 -1: 

General Plan 2040 Land Use Map  
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Residential Categories  

 
There are six residential designations used on the General Plan Map.  Five of these correspond to 

traditional residential neighborhoods while the sixth is applied to constrained, mostly undeveloped lands 

with very limited development potential.  The color bands below correspond to the colors displayed on the 

map, and the ̄ Google Earth° photos show typical areas with each designation.   

 

In all residentially-designated areas, the following general conditions apply: 

 

1. Some of the categories on the General Plan Map have multiple corresponding zoning districts.  The 

designation of an area with a particular category does not mean that the most intense zoning district 

consistent with that category is automatically permitted.    

2. The maximum density stated in each case is subject to State density bonus laws.  These laws allow an 

increase in the number of permitted units for projects meeting specific criteria with respect to the 

inclusion of affordable housing units. 

3. Pursuant to state law, accessory dwelling units do not count as a dwelling unit when calculating the 

number of units permitted on a property under the General Plan.  

4. Other compatible uses, such as schools, childcare centers, parks, and religious facilities, may also 

locate in areas with this designation, subject to a Floor Area Ratio limit of 1.0. 

5. To translate the density standard to a population standard (e.g., number of persons per acre), the 

unit/acre range should be multiplied by 2.5, which is the average number of persons per household in 

San Rafael. 

 

  

Hillside Resource Residential (Maximum 0.5 units per net acre)  

This designation is intended for privately owned land, typically with geologic or 

seismic constraints that limit development potential.  Such areas are often located 

on steep hillsides that are visually significant and have been identified as having 

very limited potential through prior development proposals.  Hillside Resource 

Residential Areas include single family homes on very large lots, as well as 

undeveloped properties.   

 

 

Hillside Residential (0.5 to 2.2 units per net acre)  

Hillside Residential areas are residential neighborhoods characterized by 

moderate to steep slopes, with lots that are generally larger than 20,000 square 

feet. These areas may have geologic and seismic constraints, local visual 

significance, and access constraints that limit their suitability for development at 

greater densities.  Many of these areas are in unincorporated Marin County, within 

the San Rafael sphere of influence.  Examples include the Country Club and Los 

Ranchitos neighborhoods. 

 

 

Very Low Density Residential (0.5 to 2.2 units per net acre)  

These areas are similar in density to Hillside Residential areas but are on flat or 

gently sloping terrain.  Lots are generally larger than 20,000 square feet and are 

developed with single family detached homes.  Subdivision potential is limited.  

Land with this designation is concentrated in the Dominican area and Peacock 

Gap.   
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Low Density Residential (2.2 to 8.7 units/net acre)   

This designation permits detached single family homes and is characterized by 

lots of 5,000 to 20,000 square feet. This is the predominant residential 

development type in San Rafael and includes most of the city®s single family 

neighborhoods.  Multiple zoning districts apply within Low Density Residential 

areas, distinguishing areas with different minimum lot sizes.  

 

 

Medium Density Residential (8.7 -21.8 units/net acre)  

This designation applies to patio home and small lot subdivisions, townhomes, 

mobile home parks, duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, attached units in planned 

developments, and areas characterized by a mix of single family homes and small 

multi-unit buildings.  A variety of lot sizes may be present, but overall net densities 

may not exceed one unit per 2,000 square feet of lot area (21.8 units/acre).  Many 

areas with this designation possess the qualities of single family neighborhoods, 

including landscaped yards, off-street parking, and low building heights. 

 

High Density R esidential (21.8 -43.6 units/net acre)  

This is the highest density category that applies in residential areas.  Densities 

above this range may be permitted in the Downtown Mixed Use area only, or 

where otherwise allowed as a result of density bonuses.  The designation applies 

to multi-family residential areas and includes a mix of housing types, including 

apartments, flats, condominiums, and townhomes.  Overall net densities may not 

exceed one unit per 1,000 square feet of lot area (43.6 units per acre).   On larger 

parcels with this designation, amenities such as swimming pools, community 

rooms, and common open space are often included.   

 

 

 

Understanding Floor Area Ratio  

 Floor area ratio refers to the ratio of building area to land area 

on any given site.  For calculation purposes, building area 

excludes basements, garages, non-leasable covered atriums, 

and other non-habitable spaces.  The example to the left 

shows a two-story building with 2,500 square feet of habitable 

space on a 5,000 square foot lot.  The FAR is 0.5.   

Each of the mixed use and industrial categories in the General 

Plan has a maximum FAR.  These maximums are further 

limited by Figure 3-2, which establishes lower maximum FARs 

in some parts of the city. 
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Mixed Use Categories  
 

There are five mixed use categories on the map.  Each category allows both residential and non-residential 

uses.  Residential uses may be subject to specific requirements related to compatibility with adjacent 

commercial uses and the City®s desire to sustain retail, service, office, and similar economically-productive 

uses.  Multiple zoning districts may be used in each category to differentiate the intensity or mix of 

activities allowed in given areas.   The most intense zoning district deemed consistent with a given 

category is not automatically permitted.  As in residential areas, projects incorporating affordable housing 

are subject to State density bonus allowances.   Other compatible uses, such as schools, childcare 

centers, parks, and religious facilities, may locate in each designation, subject to specific requirements 

codified through zoning. 

 

Downtown Mixed Use ( Sliding Scale  with Maximum FAR of 3.0 to 6.0 )  
This category corresponds to properties in Downtown San Rafael.  It includes the 

highest development intensities in the city, and contains a mix of housing, office, 

retail, service, and public land uses.  Development in this area is guided by the 

Downtown San Rafael Precise Plan, which includes further detail on building form, 

development intensity, height, and allowable uses.  The maximum allowable FAR 

is 3.0 in areas with height limits of 40® or lower, 4.0 in areas with height limits of 50® 

or lower, 5.0 in areas with height limits of 60® or lower, and 6.0 in areas where 

allowable heights exceed 60 feet. This includes residential space as well as non-

residential space but excludes space allowed through density bonuses.  There is 

no residential density limit in the Downtown Mixed Use area.  This allows for 

greater flexibility in terms of housing types, encourages smaller units, and 

maximizes housing opportunities.  Height limits define the maximum building 

envelope on each site with this designation..  Consistent with the General Plan and 

Downtown Precise Plan and EIR, the total number of net new residential units 

added within the Downtown Precise Plan boundary between 2020 and 2040 shall 

not exceed 2,200. 

 

 

Community Commercial Mixed Use (21.8-43.6 units/net acre; maximum FAR 0.3)  

This category corresponds to general retail and service uses, restaurants, 

automobile sales and service uses, hotels/ motels, and other commercial activities.  

Offices are also permitted, except where specifically precluded by General Plan 

policies.  Mixed use projects that combine housing and commercial uses are 

encouraged.  Projects that are entirely residential are permitted, although 

limitations may apply in certain zoning districts to ensure that adequate land is 

provided for activities generating sales tax, jobs, and local service opportunities.  

Residential development is subject to a maximum net density of 43.6 units per 

acre.  The FAR limit of 0.3 applies to non-residential square footage only, and 

excludes square footage associated with housing in mixed use projects.  Lower 

FAR limits may apply on some parcels, as indicated on Figure 3-2 (Floor Area 

Ratio map).  

 

Areas with this designation include the Northgate Town Center, Merrydale Road 

area, and portions of Francisco Boulevard East and West.   

.   

 

  


