NEIGHBORHOODS ELEMENT

4 Neighborhoods

San Raf ael is a city of neighborhoods. Surrounded by g
a quilt of homes, shops, schools, and open spaces that
Neighborhoods provide the basic social units and physical building blocks of the city and create a sense of

pride and belonging for their residents. The policies in this section extend this legacy by applying citywide

policies at the neighborhood level. They encourage diverse and well-maintained housing, safe and

efficient streets, well-managed services and public facilities, protected natural resources, protection from

environmental hazards, and improved access to all the amenities San Rafael has to offe.

The City of San Rafael has been planning forits neighborhoods since the 1970s. Between 1979 and 1997,
the City prepared plans for Gerstle Park (1979), Sun Valley/Fairhills (1980), Peacock Gap (1980),
Northgate Activity Center (1982), East San Rafael(1991), Downtown (1993), Montecito/ Happy Valley
(1996), Canal (1996), and North San Rafael (1997). Beginning in the early 2000s, the focus of
neighborhood planning shifted to areas with the greatest potential for future change. A design plan was
prepared for the Canal waterfront in 2009. Station Area Plans were prepared for the Downtown SMART
station and Civic Center SMART station in 2011-12. Looking to the future, the highest priorities for
neighborhood planning are the areas around Northgate Mall and the Southeast San Rafael/ Canal District.

The Neighborhoods Element recognizes that although San Rafael is one city, it is comprised of smaller
communities with distinct landscapes, issues, and opportunities. The Element provides a tool to express
citywide policies at a more fine-grained level. It also provides a means of incorporating prior neighborhood
plans and place-specific recommendations into the General Plan. The Element helps ensure internal
consistency among neighborhood policies by relating these policies to the broader vision for the city as a
whole.

Another important aspect of the Neighborhoods Element is that it gives voice to the organizations that

represent San Rafael ®s neighborhoods. Mo thtdireatihputt he pol i ¢
from the city®s neighborhood associations and advocacy
process, these organizations were surveyed and asked to express their priorities, issues, andfuture

aspirations. Each organization had an gportunity to review the prior General Plan text for their

neighborhood and offer suggested edits and new content.

The City of San Rafael has had a longstanding commitment to working with its neighborhoods to protect
and conserve their best qualities. This does not mean that neighborhoods will not change in the future.
Neighborhoods are dynamic, evolving places. New housing can be harmoniously integrated, and change
can make neighborhoods more attractive and livable. In most neighborhoods, only a small amount of
change is expected. In others, more substantial changes may take place. The livability of San Rafael
depends on the collective vitality and success of all of its neighborhoods.

This chapter organizes the city into five planning areas, as shown on Figure 4-1 and listed below:
Downtown

Central San Rafael

North San Rafael

Southeast San Rafael/ Canal

San Pedro Peninsula
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A brief narrative is provided for each area, followed by one or more policies. This is followed by a profile of
each neighborhood within the planning area, with policies and programs included as appropriate. At the
end of each section, the text provides broad direction for unincorporated parts of the Planning Area. While
the unincorporated areas are outside the city limits, they rely on San Rafael for goods and servicesand can
impact the quality of life in the city.

More than 30 distinct neighborhoods are addressed. The policies reflect issues of interest to their
residents and businesses and in some cases provide guidance on individual large sites. Where topics are
not specifically addressed, citywide policies apply. In a few cases, such as Downtown, other plans are
referenced as a source for more detailed guidance. The General Plan providesa framework for these
plans and ensures that they pursue shared forecasts and goals
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Downtown

. West End

. Sun Valley

. Fairhills

Lincoln/ San Rafael Hill

Dominican/ Black Canyon .

Montecito/ Happy Valley

Bret Harte

9. Picnic Valley
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11. California Park ¢

12. Canal Waterfront .~

13. Near Southeast _~

14. Canal -

15. Spinnaker Po'int/ Bay Point
Lagoons -

16. Andersen/ Shoreline

17. North San Rafael Town
Center

18. Terra Linda

19. Mont Marin/ San Rafael Park

20.'Rafael Meadows/Merrydale

21. Northgate Industrial Park/

&

] Los Gamos
¢ 22. Civic Center
/ 23. Smith Ranch
24. Los Ranchitos
25. Lucas Valley-Marinwood

26. Santa Venetia
27. Peacock Gap
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San Rafael Neighborhoods

|| Downtown

[ Central San Rafael

28. Glenwood
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[ Southeast San Rafael/Canal 29. Loch Lomond/ Canal North
[ North San Rafael Shore

[] San Pedro Peninsula
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30. Rock Quarry
31. Bayside Acres
32. Country Club

33. China Camp
[""] Downtown Precise Plan Area

0 0.5 1 2 3 4 @ M
Miles

bource: ESRI, 2017; County of Marin, 2009; City of San Rafael, 2019; PlaceWorks, 2019. Figure 4 -1:
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DOWNTOWN

Downtown is the cultural, economic, civic, and historic heart of San Rafael It is a lively and authentic place

that bl ends ~ur ban?®° a itdrovides anaatrdy of enopleyment, ghompihg, sferviees, .

entertainment, and housing choices in a walkable, picturesque
and traditional scale make it a place for events and celebrations that attract the entire community. It is a

cherished part of the city that belongs to everyone in San Rafael.

The Downtown Planning Area extends roughly 1.5 miles from east to west and one-half mile from north to

sout h. lts edges are defined by the Second/ Fourth Stre
School on the east, and by Mission Avenue on the north and San Rafael/Mahon Creek and First Street on

the south. Geographically, this is asmall part of San Rafael, but it is an essential hub of economic and

social activity. Downtown has approximately 2,300 residents and 9,000 jobs. Itincludes 1.5 million square

feet of office space and 1.7 million square feet of retail space. Italsoind udes one of San Raf ael
SMART rail stations and is home to the San Rafael Transit Center, one of the largest transit hubs in the

North Bay.

Much of San -Ragkplantin® sverlthe lastjthree decades has focused on making Downtown a
more dynamic and successful mixed use neighborhood. A long-range Vision for the area was adopted in
1993, resulting in new planning policies and zoning districts that shaped Downtown growth for over 25
years. In 2012, the City completed a Station Area Plan for the area around the SMART rail station. Anew
Downtown Precise Plan was prepared concurrently with General Plan 2040, building on the principles of
prior plans while updatingthev i si on f or D o and praviding®sw zdning stamdards. Key
recommendations of that Plan are incorporated in the Neighborhoods Element.
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The 2040 General Plan continuest o f ocus San RaéDRowrto®@sareg. rBetweern2020andt h
2040, roughly half of t he p@jeceyt®sccuhvathirsits bogndasies.dThg ob gr
number of housing units Downtown will more than double, while the number of jobs will increase by over

20 percent. The impacts of this growth will be transformative. Attractive mid-rise buildings will bring new

life to the area, creating housing opportunities for residents of all incomes and modern space for business
expansion. Improved parks, plazas, streets, and public spaces will make Downtown a place where people

want to be.

t h

Achieving the 2040 vision for Downtown will require creative implementation strategies. The 1993 Vision
was not fully realized, in part because of obstacles to revitalization that persist today. This includes a
pattern of small, individually-owned parcels that are difficult to assemble into larger, more viable
development sites. Downtown must also compete with suburban shopping centers and newer office parks
with modern space and easy parking. It is further challenged by changes in retail shopping patterns and
high land and construction costs. A combination of public improvements, economic and regulatory
incentives, and public-private partnerships are included in the Precise Plan to address these challenges.

New higher-density housing is an important part of the Downtown vision and helps achieve multiple goals.
It addresses the region®s <critical housing shortagg and
future greenhouse gas emissions through transit-oriented growth, creating a neighborhood where services
are easily accessible and residents can be less dependent on their cars. It will help keep the Fourth Street
shopping district ~—alive after five,°® with an expanded
are provided for projects that include affordable units and other community benefits such as child care
facilities. New programs are proposed to avoid the displacement of lower-income Downtown residents and
help small businesses succeed.

General policies and programs for Downtown are presented below. This is followed by a discussion of
Downtown sub-areas, or districts. The Precise Plan should be consulted for more specific guidance.

Policy NH-1.1: A Thriving Downtown
Sustain and improve Downtown San Rafael as a safe, attractive, convenient, well-maintained place to visit,
shop, recreate, work, and live.

Program NH -1.1A: Downtown Precise Plan and Form -Based Code. Implement the Downtown
Precise Plan and Form Based Code to strengthen the identity of Downtown districts and guide new
development and investment.

Program NH -1.1B: Quality Downtown Services.  Support the Downtown BID, the Chamber of
Commerce, and other organizations in efforts to maintain the quality of Downtown as agreat place
to do business. Encourage investment in services and amenities that project a positive image of
Downtown and make it a destination of choice within Marin County.

Program NH -1.1C: Capital Improvements. Incorporate projects and programs identified in the
Downt own Precise Plan into the City®s Capital ||mplro
Explore potential funding sources for capital projects, including grants that recognize the benefits
of accommodating sustainable growth and responding to climate change. Maintain existing

facilities, such as lighting and landscaping, so that Downtown remains an attractive place to visit.

Program NH -1.1D: Downtown Public Safety. Continue public safety, maintenance, and social
service initiatives that keep Downtown safe and address the needs of Downtown businesses,
visitors, and residents of all incomes.
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Downt own®s Form Based Code

The Downtown Precise Plan includes a FormBased Code, which replaces conventional
use-based zoning regulations for properties within the area. The Form Based Code

establishes new districts and design-oriented standards that maintain the historic scale of
Downtown, and encourage more attractive streets and public spaces. The Code provides
greater flexibility for land use but is more prescriptive in terms of the character of new

buil dings, their transitions to estatddndfars hed
key opportunity sites. By providing clear guidance and predictable outcomes for these

sites, the Form-Based Code is intended to streamline the approval process when projects

are proposed.

Policy NH -1.2: Economic Success

Encourage the success of Downtown businesses by limiting regulatory barriers, encouraging private
investment, and making Downtown an inviting place for new and established businesses, customers and
patrons. Local regulations and programs should recognize the importance of being responsive to market
changes and should help business weather economic downturns.

Program NH -1.2A: Adapting to Changes in Retail. =~ Work with the owners and tenants of ground
floor spaces, especially along Fourth Street, to respond to changes in the demand for retail space.
Ensure that zoning and building regulations are flexible so that these spaces remain usable and
can support active uses.

See the Economic Vitality Element for economic development programs and Chapter 8 of the
Downtown Precise Plan for additional implementation measures.
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Policy NH -1.3: Downtown Housing
Support Downt owmvEsas &nixed-usenneighdorhood and quality residential environment.
New housing should include a mix of affordable and market-rate units, including expanded resources for

unsheltered persons and extremely low-income households. Housing should take advantage of §
Downt own®s amenities and views and contribute to i tj
Z

3

Program NH -1.3A: Development Incentives. Implement and expand incentives for the private Q

sector to provide more affordable housing, community amenities and public space. These
incentives should substantially increase the stock of units that are permanently affordable.

Policy NH-1.4: Preventing Displacement
Existing housing should be preserved and upgraded while preventing the displacementofDownt own ®s
lower income residents and persons with special housing needs.

Program NH -1.4A: Supportive Housing. Work with local social service and non-profit
organizations to address the needs of unsheltered residents in Downtown, including the provision
of additional permanent supportive housing.

See the Downtown Precise Plan for Antidisplacement strategies, including measures to protect
tenants.

Policy NH -1.5: Downtown Employment

Continue to attract a diverse set of employers to create a more resilient and robust Downtown economy.
Downtown San Rafael should be promoted as a convenient and attractive officeand retail location, with a
mix of large and small businesses. Retention of small and locally owned businessesis strongly
encouragedt o r et ai n Dowebnolege®s char a

Policy NH -1.6: Public Realm

Improve the quality and usefulness of public space Downtown, including streets, sidewalks, alleys, plazas,
parks, and other civic spaces. Public investments in these spaces should bedirected in a way that
supports Downtown development. Downtown public space should be safe, comfortable, and well
maintained.

Program NH-1.6A: Court Street Plaza. Enhance the Court Street Plaza and adjacent area of 4th
Street as a public gathering space. Implement pilot programs that reimagine this part of Fourth
Streetas a ~ s h ar e tuncsohsra civic Space dnd dccommodates multiple travel modes.

Program NH-1.6B: Transit Gateway Improvements.  Create a new public space adjacent to the
SMART station that would provide an amenity for Downtown residents, workers, visitors, and

transit passengers. The space should create a wlel|co
Provisions for ongoing programming, maintenance, and safety should be developed prior to
construction.

Program NH-1.6C: Pocket Parks and Private Plaz as. Use incentives such as additional building
height to create accessible outdoor spaces such as plazas and paseos in new development.

Program NH -1.6D: Downtown Alleys. Activate key Downtown alleys as public spaces.

See Downtown Precise Plan Chapter 8 for a list of proposed public realm improvements
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Policy NH -1.7: Context -Sensitive Design

Ensure that new construction and redevel opment i s sensi
thoughtful transitions to established neighborhoods and retention of important historic buildings and

building elements. As Downtown grows, it should retain its sense of history and authenticity.

Program NH-1.7A: Downtown Form Based Code. Adopt and maintain a Form Based Code that
provides greater predictability in what will be built and emphasizes pedestrian-friendly design.
Development standards should reinforce the unique character of Downtown while allowing its built
form to evolve and improve. The Code should allow for a streamlined permitting and approval
process, increased certainty for developers, and more predictable outcomes for the community as
new projects are proposed.

NMOLNMOAd

See the Community Design and Preservation Elemert for additional policies and programs on
designing buildings to complement and enhance Downt
friendly environment.

Policy NH -1.8: Historic Resources
Enrich Downtown®s identity by neensunngthadpvelognentis st ori c pres
sensitive to historic context. Renovation and adaptive reuse ofhistoric buildings is strongly encouraged.

Program NH-1.8A: Context Sensitive Design. Implement Form Based Code provisions to ensure
that new development adjacent to historic resources or within historic districts is sympathetic to
the scale and character of older buildings.

Program NH -1.8B: Historic Districts. Consider the use of historic districts to conserve the
character of parts of Downtown with high concentrations of important older buildings. These
districts should continue to accommodate infill development on vacant and underutilized sites, but
should provide incentives for preservation and adaptive reuse, including tax benefits and transfer
of development rights.

Program NH -1.8C: Addressing Functional
Obsolescence. Work with property owners
to modernize functionally obsolete spaces in
older buildings. Seek solutions which allow
updating and alteration of interior spaces
without losing the historic integrity of the
building exterior.

Program NH -1.8D: Historic Inventory.
Regularly update the inventory of historic and
cultural resources in Downtown.

See Community Design and Preservation
Element Goal 5 for additional guidance
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Policy NH -1.9: Downtown Arts
Promote Downtown as the cultural and entertainment center of San Rafael and Marin County. Recognize
the potential for the arts to be an economic engine and stimulate other Downtown business opportunities.

See the Arts and Culture Element for implementaton pr ogr a ms , including m
designation as a Cultural Arts District and promotion of special events and activities

Policy NH -1.10: Downtown Circulation

Provide a safe, wellconnected transportation network that efficiently serves all modes of travel. This
network should promote safety for all travelers and create a street network that is safer and more
comfortable for pedestrians.

Program NH -1.10A: Multi -Modal Improvements. Implement the improvements in the Downtown
Precise Plan to improve the safety and comfort of all travel modes in Downtown, particularly
pedestrians and bicycles. This includes additional bike routes and lanes; safer pedestrian
crossings; wider sidewalks in some locations; street trees and landscaping; conwerting B, C, and D
Streetstotwo-way traffic; and creating a ~north/south|gfee
along the Tamalpais Avenue corridor.

Program NH -1.10B: Evolving Mobility Needs. Design Downtown streets so that they can adapt
to changing transportation trends such as ride-hailing and micro-mobility (electric bikes and
scooters), changing parking demand, and changes in technology, including autonomous vehicles.
Technology should also be used to make Downtown safer and easier to navigate forall users, for
example, with the use of pedestrian-activated crossing signals, timed traffic signals, and digital
information on parking.

Program NH -1.10C: Wayfinding. Build upon ongoing efforts to implement a clear wayfinding
strategy to orient transit passengers, motorists exiting Highway 101, and other visitors to
Downtown. Use consistent signage and streetscape elements to enable visitors to navigate
Downtown easily.

Creating a Balanced Transportation System

The Downtown Precise Plan identifies priority travel
modes on each major street in the Downtown area. This
affects how these streets will be planned and managed
in the future. For example, Fourth Street has been
identified as a pedestrian and bicycle priority street,
meaning that improvements will tend to favor pedestrian
and bicycle movements even if the outcome may be less
convenient for motorists. Second and Third Streets are
recognized as streets where auto volumes are very high
and will remain high in the future. The design of these
streets will continue to accommodate regional
automobile traffic, even as pedestrian and bicycle safety
improvements are made. The priority street designations
will help guide the location of new bike lanes and paths,
and new pedestrian paseos and other areas where
walking will be the dominant mode of travel.
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