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The Issue
The Downtown Specific Plan was adopted in 1998 to guide redevelopment and infrastructure
upgrades in the downtown area. The intent of the Plan was to retain Downtown as the “heart
of the community,” improve its economic vitality and focus on retail services, and enhance the
pedestrian-oriented streetscape. Many of the major Plan objectives have been accomplished,
including the investment of $10.7 million into streetscape enhancements on Grant Avenue.
However, many proposals remain and may not be implemented in the foreseeable future due
the elimination of the Redevelopment Agency as a funding source.
After seventeen years it is time to comprehensively update the Downtown Specific Plan. While
the basic objectives of the Plan would remain unchanged, City Council direction is needed in
identifying which policies and objectives should be amended to reflect current expectations, and
whether it is appropriate to retain and update a separate specific plan or incorporate the
remaining policies and programs into the updated General Plan and Downtown Design
Guidelines.

White Paper Purpose
The purpose of the General Plan White Papers is to provide initial direction on certain policy
questions to aid staff in the preparation of the Draft General Plan, which will then be evaluated
in the environmental impact report (EIR) prepared for the General Plan. As such, the Commission
recommendations and Council direction are preliminary, and will be reconsidered upon review
of the Draft General Plan and EIR.

BACKGROUND
Downtown Novato Specific Plan
In 1992, the Downtown Revitalization Committee, an ad hoc citizens group, desired to revitalize
downtown through a variety of initiatives and programs due to retail competition from Vintage
Oaks. In July 1993, the City Council funded the preparation of a Specific Plan and appointed a
7-member Downtown Specific Plan Steering Committee. The Steering Committee guided an
extensive public process with over 80 public meetings and tours of 20 other downtowns over a
four year period.
The stated objectives of the Plan were to retain and improve Downtown Novato “as the heart
of the community by maintaining and enhancing the small town feel, historical character,
charm and human scale that is pedestrian friendly while facilitating the development of the
downtown as a thriving, multi-faceted hub of economic, social, and cultural activities and an
active gathering place that reflects quality in its built environment and personal services
provided. Promoting a pedestrian friendly environment that encourages browsing, social
interaction and people watching will reinforce the historical "small town" qualities and provide
more opportunities for vibrant street life.”
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Downtown Specific Plan Area
Historic Preservation District
Northwest Quadrant Neighborhood

Zoning Map Legend
CDR: Downtown Core Retail
CDB: Downtown Core Business
CI: Commercial/Industrial
CG: General Commercial
CF: Community Facility
PD: Planned Development

The purpose of the Downtown Specific Plan is to provide regulatory and design guidance to public
and private decision makers. For projects and programs consistent with the Specific Plan and
within the Specific Plan area, the approval/entitlement process is intended to be streamlined. In
July 1998, the Novato City Council adopted the Downtown Novato Specific Plan (Specific Plan) as
part of the Novato General Plan. The Specific Plan has been amended three times since 1998:
1) In August 1999 to amend the language in the Specific Plan to clarify text, and eliminate
internal inconsistencies in the Novato General Plan and within the Specific Plan;
2) In March 2001 to eliminate inconsistencies between the existing land uses and zoning
designations between the Specific Plan and General Plan text and map exhibits; and
3) In November 2013 to establish an Affordable Housing Opportunity Combining Designation
(AHO) and assigning this designation to 7506 Redwood Boulevard.
Downtown Novato Design Guidelines
In September 2005, the Design Review Commission, with assistance from Planning staff, released
the Downtown Novato Design Guidelines (Design Guidelines). The Design Guidelines are meant
to “guide site and architecture design for new buildings, additions, and renovations of existing
buildings to optimize the look and function of each building and its aesthetic and functional
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contribution to the greater Downtown area”. A project can “anticipate expedited Design Review
and approval by following the applicable criteria contained within the Design Guidelines.”
The Design Guidelines were not formally adopted by the City Council, largely due to the cost of
preparing an environmental analysis, pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA). However, staff continues to use the Guidelines to help applicants understand the design
approach and philosophy contemplated in the Specific Plan area.
Novato Zoning Ordinance
The Novato Zoning Ordinance was amended to
implement several of the development criteria
articulated in the Specific Plan. Two new zoning
districts, Downtown Core Retail and Downtown Core
Business were created to establish allowed,
conditionally allowed, and prohibited uses for
properties along Grant Avenue, including restrictions
on ground floor uses to create a pedestrian-oriented
streetscape. Other zoning districts found in the
Specific Plan area include: Commercial/Industrial,
Community Facilities, General Commercial, Mixed
Use, and Planned District zoning districts. Allowable
uses in these districts and applicable development
regulations are attached as Exhibit 1.
Also added to the Zoning Ordinance was Section
19.16.040, the Downtown Specific Plan (D) Overlay
District, which applies to the Specific Plan area. The
Overlay prohibits multi-family housing on First Street,
allows building heights up to 45 feet on Grant Avenue,
identifies standards for mixed use development and
established reduced parking requirements.

Summary of the Downtown Specific Plan

What is a Specific Plan?
Under California Statute [Government Code
Sec. 65450], Specific Plans are tools to
implement the goals and policies of the
General Plans for selected areas of towns
and cities. They are most often used for
coordinated development of large areas of
developable land, including master
infrastructure plans.
State law identifies a range of topics which
must be addressed in a specific plan,
including land use and development criteria,
infrastructure and utility facilities and
financing mechanisms. Specific Plans call for
a level of detail and specificity in planning a
designated area greater than the General
Plan. Due to the increased specificity and
comprehensive planning done, the Specific
Plan can create a streamlined entitlement
process for a wide variety of both public and
private projects which comply with
provisions of the Specific Plan. In addition,
the environmental analysis performed on a
specific plan can be cited by subsequent
projects to streamline the review process.

The Downtown Specific Plan is organized into six chapters: 1) Introduction 2) Plan Framework
and Background 3) Recommendations for Improvement and Development 4) Infrastructure 5)
Design Guidelines and 6) Implementation. The Mission, Values and Goals Statements of the
Specific Plan are attached as Exhibit 2.
The 358-page document contains 96 policies and 14 programs divided into six topic areas: 1)
Land Use; 2) Urban Design; 3) Circulation and Parking; 4) Infrastructure and Utilities; 5) Public
Services; and 6) Implementation.
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Major Objectives
Many of the major objectives of the Specific Plan have been implemented, as indicated below:
Policy/Objective
Grant Avenue improvements
(sidewalks, street trees, art work,
pedestrian amenities, sewers)
Gathering Places

Policy #
UD2, UD6, UD7,
UD8, UD11,
CP14, IM1
LU6

Linear Park along Railroad ROW

LU4, CP17

Village Design Concept
(requires multiple uses, multiple
buildings with multiple entries on
18 key “catalyst” sites)

LU3 and several
site-specific
policies

Status
Completed - $10.7 million infrastructure
upgrade finished in 2003.
Civic Center Green created. Options to
expand or create additional public
gathering places are under consideration in
Civic Center Master Plan and Redwood
Blvd. Streetscape studies.
Bike/Ped. path is planned along SMART
corridor
Tresch Galleria, 999 Grant and
Peets/Smashburger buildings are examples.
Woodside Office Building and Mill Works
did not really comply.

Theater District

LU11

Reopening of the Novato Theater being
pursued

City Hall Campus

LU21

City Hall rehabilitated and City Offices built
- $21 million projects. New campus master
plan being considered

Parking Structure at Community
House

LU20

Parking added with City Office Building

Gymnastics/Teen Center

LU18

Completed in 2000 ($2.8 million project)

Public Information Signage

UD4

Completed in 2014 ($400,000 project)

Gateway Enhancements

UD9

Street enhancements being considered in
the Redwood Boulevard Streetscape Study

Retail on Ground Floor on Grant

LU2

Implemented in Zoning Code

LU7, UD11.2,
IM15

Implemented in Zoning Code

UD5

Implemented in Zoning Code

Allowances for Mixed Use
(increased height limits)
Downtown Sign Criteria
Design Guidelines
Downtown Business Improvement
District
Façade Improvement Program

UD11, UD12
IM1, IM2, IM30,
IM32
IM25

The Zoning Code requires compliance with
all 140 listed design criteria
DBID established and operating.
Attempted, not successful
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Catalyst Sites
Very detailed policy directives (land use, design and infrastructure improvements) were
established for 17 “catalyst” sites, some of which include multiple parcels. While the specific
directives for these sites are too detailed to summarize succinctly, the table below lists the sites,
the implementation status and the policy number(s) in the Specific Plan relating to each site.
A map of the catalyst sites from the Specific Plan is attached as Exhibit 3.
Catalyst Sites

Policy #

Railroad Depot and Pini Mill
Area

LU 7

Millworks developed on former Pini Mill
site.

Mission Lodge

LU 8

Former motel removed.

Southeast Corner of De Long
and Redwood

LU 9

Woodside Office Building developed. No
redevelopment has occurred.

Town Plaza

LU 10

Public plaza not created on sites identified
which include properties occupied by
Redwood Credit Union, Viking Bar and
Decadence Spa. Potential for Town Plaza in
Redwood Blvd. right of way being
considered in Redwood Blvd. Streetscape
Design study.

Theater District

LU 11

Theater restoration being pursued. No
redevelopment of Mexican restaurant site
at 905 Grant Ave.

Redwood/Vallejo/Machin/
Sweetser Development Area

LU 12, 13
and 14

Status

No redevelopment has occurred with
exception of Tresch Galleria at 7400
Redwood Blvd.

“Young Brothers” and
Adjacent Parcels

LU 15

Renovation for Trader Joes/Starbucks on
portion of site. No transit station created.

“Toyota” Parcel
Commercial/Retail
Development

LU 16

No redevelopment has occurred.

Northeast Corner of Fourth
and Grant

LU 17

No redevelopment has occurred.

“Goodman’s” Building Reuse
for a Gymnastics Center and
Teen Center

LU 18

Gymnastics/Teen Center built by the City.
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Catalyst Sites

Policy #

Status

Industrial Way

LU 19

No redevelopment, streetscape or parking
improvements have occurred.

Community House Parking
Structure

LU 20

City Offices have included surface and
subterranean parking (mostly for City staff).
No parking structure built.

Sherman Avenue Plaza and
Nearby Areas

LU 21

Town Green created as part of Civic Center
complex. Improvements to Sherman
Avenue have not occurred.

Vacant Lot at 858 Grant

LU 22

No improvements have occurred.

Scown Lane

LU 23

No redevelopment or street improvements
have occurred.

Lot Adjacent to “Las
Guitarras” Restaurant
Outdoor Dining

LU 24

Outdoor dining area remains.

Use of Single Family Houses
on Machin

LU 25

No redevelopment has occurred.

Evaluation of Policies and Programs
Staff has prepared an evaluation of the implementation and continued relevance of each of the
110 policies and programs, including those for the “catalyst” sites, which is included as Exhibit
5. The color-coded evaluation table identifies which policies/programs have been implemented
and which are recommended to be retained, modified or eliminated by staff. The table below
is a summary of the topic areas, number of policies and programs in the Specific Plan, and those
programs that have been accomplished, not accomplished and staff’s recommendations.

Topic Area
Land Use
Urban Design
Circulation and Parking
Infrastructure and Utilities
Implementation
Public Services
TOTAL

Number of
Policies
27
12
17
5
31
4
96

Number of
Programs
14

14

Accomplished

Carry
forward

Proposed
for Deletion

7
3
5
2
15
2
34

13
22
6
2
4
0
47

7
1
6
1
12
2
29
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Accomplishments under the Downtown Specific Plan
Since the inception of the Specific Plan, several new buildings have been constructed in
Downtown Novato. A brief description of these projects are discussed below.
Public Projects
The most significant improvement to Downtown Novato is the renovation of Grant Avenue.
With its new street trees, and angled parking, this street creates an intimate setting for shoppers
and diners who frequent Grant Street. Many restaurants have outdoor seating, which creates a
lively atmosphere for restaurant patrons as well as those who are walking on Grant Avenue.
Hardscape features, such as new light poles and brackets for banners, information kiosks, trash
containers and new sidewalks add to the enhancements and refreshed look and feel of Grant
Avenue.
The new City Administrative Offices at 922 Machin and the rehabilitated Council Chambers at
901 Sherman set the tone for a campus feeling of civic functions. This combination of civic
buildings and the City Green are often used when hosting community events, or private parties,
and contributes to the multi-use function of this important public space for the residents of the
City of Novato. The total development cost of both projects was $21 million.
The Novato Gymnastics Facility at 950 7th Street is another civic use that adds to the vitality of
Downtown Novato. Located at the western end of Grant Avenue, and in a neighborhood
shopping center, the Novato Gymnastics Center is a state-of-the-art, 10,000 square foot facility
that provides gymnastics instruction for students aged one year through adults.
With the requirement to install public art in new residential or commercial projects, the City has
seen the installation of several art pieces. In 2009, five new public art pieces were installed
along Grant Avenue. Umpqua Bank installed a relief on the portion of the building that faces
Redwood Boulevard. A mural is along the Reichert elevation at the Whole Foods building;
plaques are installed in the walkway adjacent to Reichert Avenue at this building.
Between January and March 2014, the City installed new way finding signage. This signage is to
let visitors know where to park, and where local attractions are. There are new kiosks that are
used to advertise city sponsored workshops and community holiday events. In summer 2015
plaques will be installed to identify historic buildings.
New Private Projects
Six new buildings have been constructed since adoption of the Specific Plan in 1998. A brief
description of these projects is provided below.
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Tresch Galleria, 7400 Redwood Boulevard
This is a mixed use building with four ground floor
commercial spaces and four second floor apartments
that was approved by the Planning Commission and
Design Review Commission in 1998. The building
creates presence along Redwood as it hugs the property
line along Redwood and Sweetser, and improves the
pedestrian environment with large display windows
adjacent to the sidewalk and numerous pedestrian
entries from the street. The parking is to the rear of the building, which isn’t visible along
Redwood Boulevard.
Woodside Office Building, 7250 Redwood Boulevard
This three story, 89,031 square foot office building was
approved by the City Council in June 2000, before the
adoption of the City’s Hillside and Ridgeline Preservation
Ordinance in 2001. To reduce its mass the building was
broken into three components with façade, roofline and
material changes. The developer considered a variety of
ways to implement the village design concept called for
in the Specific Plan into the development of this site, but
concluded it was not cost effective to grade the hillside to locate multiple buildings with multiple
entries at the street level.
The Millworks, 790 DeLong Avenue
This mixed use building consists of 53,675 square feet
comprising a retail grocery store (Whole Foods) and 125
apartments.
Podium parking serves both the
commercial and residential uses. The architecture of
the building includes three insets to attempt to break up
the length of the building along DeLong Avenue. The
project incorporates an intimate public plaza at the
corner of De Long and Reichert and very attractive
historic murals disguising a blank ground floor wall along Reichert (part of the project’s public art
requirement). The Specific Plan called for this area to be “redeveloped with multiple historic
village scale commercial spaces.”
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999 Grant Avenue (Umpqua Bank) Approved in 2010
by the City Council, this two-story building, 19,200
square-foot building creates presence on both Redwood
Boulevard and Grant Avenue by building to the curved
edge of the sidewalk. The Italianate style architecture
has cornice detailing below the roofline, with a pattern
of upper and lower story windows that creates a rhythm
that is appropriate for the building, and its proximity to
the street. Currently, Umpqua Bank is the sole tenant.
7514 Redwood Boulevard (Trader Joes’/Starbucks
In 2005, the Design Review Commission approved the
renovation of the former Greenmark building in order for
Trader Joe’s to operate at this location. This 20,000
square foot building was approved and updated with a
Spanish Colonial Revival façade. In addition to Trader
Joe’s, this property now also has Pharmaca, Starbuck’s
and a new local dry cleaner which serves the
neighborhood and the residents of Novato.
7370 Redwood (Smashburger, Peets Coffee, and
YogaWorks)
This single story building was approved by the Council in
2012 and has three tenant spaces, with Smashburger,
Peets, and an approved yoga studio. The multi-tenant
building has been located close to Redwood Boulevard
with an outdoor eating area to create presence along
this busy street.

None of the projects discussed required an amendment to the Specific Plan, and all of the
projects required design review. The Millworks and Woodside Office Building projects received
approval by the City Council as both sites have a PD (Planned District) zoning designation, which
requires action by Council. The Umpqua Bank and Smashburger/Peets projects were approved
by the City Council, as both projects were appealed to this decision making body. The Tresch
Galleria was approved by the Planning Commission, as a Use Permit was required for the
residential above retail, and a Variance was approved to allow 18 parking spaces, where 24 would
be required.
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ANALYSIS OF THE SPECIFIC PLAN
Ground Floor Use Restrictions
As noted above, one of the major objectives of the Downtown Specific Plan was to create a
pedestrian-oriented retail environment along the Grant Avenue streetscape. Policy LU 2 states,
“Encourage retail uses on ground floor in all appropriate Specific Plan designations.” A common
way of achieving this through zoning regulations is to restrict the types of uses which can occupy
ground floor space along the street frontage, as well as creating a continuous line of buildings
with interesting customer entries and display windows to produce an interesting pedestrian
experience. During the subsequent preparation of zoning regulations to implement the Specific
Plan the Council urged local business and property owners to work with staff in defining
acceptable regulations to foster a vibrant pedestrian-oriented environment in the Downtown,
which included a series of workshops with the Novato Downtown Old Town Business Association.
The group consensus included dividing the Downtown Core into two subareas with differing
regulations. The Retail Core area from Fourth Street to Railroad Avenue would include a ground
floor restriction limiting allowable land uses to retail, restaurants, entertainment and personal
service uses, with office and financial services limited to upper floors of the rear of sites. The
Business Core area, from Fourth to Seventh Streets, would allow a broader array of ground floor
land uses, including offices, medical services, financial services and business services. The
consideration of appropriate ground floor use restrictions in the Downtown elicited substantial
public input, particularly related to provisions for banks and financial services on the ground floor
in the Retail Core area. The zoning regulations were adopted in 2001.
In 2001 the Zoning Ordinance was updated to include limitations on the types of commercial uses
which could occupy ground floor tenant spaces in the CDR (Downtown Core Retail) District which
is located on Grant Avenue generally from Fifth Avenue to Scott Street, along Redwood Boulevard
between Vallejo Avenue to Elm Drive (just north of De Long) and along the east side of First Street
south of Vallejo (see Zoning Map on Page 3 for locations).
The uses allowed on the ground floor within the CDR District include retail, restaurants and bars,
personal services (beauty and barber shops, spas, nail salons, tailors, shoe repair, tanning salons,
laundromats and dry cleaning pickup), real estate offices, travel agencies, health and fitness
facilities, art galleries, indoor amusement or entertainment venues, theaters, hotels, clubs and
lodges, and community centers. Other uses, including offices, residential and financial services,
including banks, are restricted to an upper floor or to the rear of the site, presumably away from
the street frontage.
On March 4, 2014 the City Council revised the regulations to preclude First Street from the
ground floor use limitations since it was acknowledged that First Street is not, and is not likely to
become in the future, a pedestrian-oriented retail street.
During the Great Recession a number of ground floor tenant spaces on Grant Avenue remained
vacant due to the poor economic conditions and reduced retail spending. When surveyed in fall
2012 there were 8 tenant spaces vacant, totaling 31,526 square feet of space, which equated to
a 4% overall vacancy rate for ground floor space. The City Council discussed whether to direct
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staff to revisit the ground floor use regulations on October 23, 2012, but concluded that staff’s
completion of the Housing Element was a higher priority. Staff indicated at that time that the
ground floor use limitation would be reexamined during update of the General Plan, which would
include this evaluation of the 1998 Downtown Specific Plan.
There are currently six vacant ground floor tenant spaces: 826 Grant (1,600 sf), 906 Grant (800
sf), 999 Grant (6,500 sf), 1115 Grant (former Pini Hardware – 20,700 sf), 1555 Grant (2,500 sf)
and the former Novato Theater. Excluding the theater, these total about 32,100 square feet of
space, two-thirds of which is the long-vacant 1115 Grant, equating to a vacancy rate of
approximately 4%. A 5-10% vacancy rate in downtown areas is considered a reasonable rate for
a well-functioning commercial area.
Staff conducted a survey of other cities’ downtown zoning restrictions on ground floor uses,
which is attached as Exhibit 4. While there are many differences in specific use types which are
permitted or not, the principal differences relate to whether offices or financial institutions are
allowed on ground floors. Novato’s regulations are more restrictive than almost all other
surveyed jurisdictions in precluding banks or financial services from building street frontages.
Many cities allow banks subject to issuance of a use permit, and San Rafael allows the customerserving aspects of a bank to be on the street front, limiting office space to the rear or upstairs.
Most surveyed cities preclude offices (medical, professional or administrative offices) on the
ground floor, although most have some form of permit process allowing approval of ground floor
offices subject to specified criteria, examples of which are included in Exhibit 4. These criteria
typically require findings that the particular tenant space isn’t feasible for other permitted uses,
that the use generates substantial pedestrian traffic or customer turnover, or that the building
design retains the pedestrian-oriented features to maintain a vibrant street front.

Need for a Plan Update
The Downtown Specific Plan has been in effect for seventeen years and is due for a
comprehensive reexamination and update if it is to remain a relevant policy tool. As stated in
the document itself, “The Specific Plan is meant to be an organic, living document…” However,
substantive updates of the Plan have not occurred. An update of the Plan is needed for several
reasons:


Many programs have been implemented, particularly those calling for infrastructure
investments and regulatory changes in the Zoning Ordinance. These programs should be
removed from the Plan,



The remaining public improvements called for in the Plan (such as a town plaza, parking
structure, streetscape improvements on Redwood Boulevard, Sweetser and Machin, and
gateway enhancements) will require several million dollars in City funds to implement.
With the loss of the Redevelopment Agency as a funding source, reconsideration of some
of these infrastructure priorities should occur,



Policy-setting studies are underway for areas within the Specific Plan area, including a
Civic Center Master Plan, a Downtown Parking Study, and land use/design study of the
12

North Redwood Boulevard north of Olive Avenue and a Redwood Boulevard Streetscape
Design process,


Many site-specific policies which regulate new development are very detailed, as
discussed below, and warrant reconsideration with consideration of current commercial
market conditions, and



The document is challenging for staff to implement and the public to understand in its
current form as discussed below.

Loss of the Redevelopment Agency
Redevelopment agencies were created to eliminate blight, through development,
reconstruction, and rehabilitation of residential, commercial, industrial, and retail districts.
Redevelopment law established tax increment financing (TIF), which is a public financing
method to subsidize redevelopment, infrastructure, and other community-improvement
projects. The Novato Redevelopment Agency was created in 1999, and invested $11.1 million in
downtown projects. In 2011, state legislation was passed to dissolve redevelopment agencies
throughout California. Cities and counties no longer have this financing tool as an option to fix
infrastructure or seed economic development programs that create local businesses and jobs.

Difficulties with Implementation of the Specific Plan
Overall, the implementation of the Specific Plan has been successful. However, there are four
aspects of the Specific Plan that have created challenges for prospective applicants and for staff
implementation of the Plan. These issues are: 1) the mandatory nature of the design
“guidelines”; 2) the prescriptive approach to development of numerous “catalyst sites;” 3)
excessive specificity of programs in the Plan; and 4) the organization of the document.
1. Mandatory Design “Guidelines”
The Specific Plan includes UD 11 (Design Guidelines) and UD 12 (Building Enhancement
Standards) that contain a total of 140 design criteria addressing building and site design,
streetscape, parking and circulation, landscaping, signage, utilities, and building maintenance.
Many of these are very detailed and prescriptive in nature. As noted above, the Downtown
Specific Plan Overlay District in Section 19.16.040(D)(1) of the Zoning Code requires that
“proposed development, façade renovations and new uses shall be designed in compliance with
the design guidelines provided by the Downtown Specific Plan” (emphasis added). This
language makes the design “guidelines” mandatory. Most guidelines provide some leeway for
alternative approaches, usually subject to findings by the decision-making body as to why
compliance with the guidelines is not a preferable solution.

13

2. Village Design Concept for Catalyst Sites
As described above, a major design directive of the Specific Plan was to require a “Village Design
Concept” for several important “catalyst” sites which include the Mission Lodge site, Pini Mill
area, Railroad Depot site, the Woodside Office Building site, 1316-1324 Grant Avenue (northeast
corner at Fourth Street) and along Industrial Way.
Land Use Policy 3 states that “multiple uses associated with multiple buildings or single buildings
with multiple facades and entryways are given preference over large single use structures. This
multiple use/multiple structure concept will create and maintain the small town, human scale
pedestrian, curious, friendly, attractive visions for Downtown Novato.” Some new development
successfully exemplified this design concept (Tresch Galleria, Smashburger/Peets), others have
not strictly complied with the policy (Mill Works, Woodside Office Building).
Site-specific policies for some of these sites mandate use of the Village Design Concept. For
example, LU 8 (Mission Lodge) states, “Allow only multiple uses (not one single use) which
support Downtown and the community, such as a mix of commercial/retail and professional
offices.” This policy has prevented the filing of applications for development of the Mission
Lodge site. Staff has discussed possible redevelopment of the site with a number of developers.
Applicants have been challenged to produce a mixed/multiple use project, as well as compliance
with several other prescriptive design requirements. Deviation from these specific criteria
would require an amendment to the Specific Plan, which is costly and uncertain. The intention
of the Specific Plan to streamline future development entitlements is not accomplished when
the Plan is so prescriptive that it does not provide flexibility to respond to changing market
conditions or practical development realities.
3. Specificity of Policies and Programs
The Specific Plan not only contains 110 policies and programs, but many of these are very
specific. As an example, UD 10 lists five pages of potential historic mural themes. Detailed
property maintenance standards are provided in UD 12, but not enforced. The number and
specificity of programs make it very difficult for staff and applicants to determine compliance of
all project details with the Plan, and again create the need for exceptions from or revisions to
the Specific Plan for projects to achieve full compliance.
4. Organization of the Specific Plan
An additional difficulty with implementation of the Specific Plan is the organization of the
document. Policies for the various topic areas (Land Use, Urban Design, Circulation and Parking,
etc.) are scattered throughout the document and not grouped by topic. Policies and programs
related to specific catalyst sites are similarly not all grouped together, appearing in different
sections of the document.
If the Downtown Specific Plan is to continue to be utilized as a tool to define City policies and
objectives and to specify in substantial detail future land use, design and infrastructure upgrades,
it will need to be comprehensively updated to remove policies and programs which have been
implemented, those which are no longer feasible due to funding constraints and those which no
longer have viability in the present and foreseeable real estate market. Options discussed below
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include a comprehensive update of the document or repeal of the Specific Plan and incorporation
of relevant policies and programs into the updated General Plan and Downtown Specific Plan
Guidelines.

DOWNTOWN SPECIFIC PLAN POLICY OPTIONS
There are several policy options considered by the Economic Development Advisory Commission,
Design Review Commission, Planning Commission and City Council. These policy options and
staff’s analysis of the pros and cons of each option are discussed below. The Council direction
and vote from their September 1, 2015 workshop is noted in italics.
1. Key Objectives
A. Are the following key objectives from the 1996 Specific Plan still valid? [Yes. 4-0-1]
 Retain Downtown as the “heart of the city” (“hub of economic, social and cultural
activities”)
 Retain small town charm
 Improve pedestrian-friendly retail environment on Grant and Redwood
 Identify needed public improvements
 Allow mixed use housing over commercial
 Streamline approval process for new development, particularly on key “catalyst” sites

B. Are there other major goals/objectives that should be incorporated (e.g., land use
changes, major infrastructure, etc.)?
2. Ground Floor Use Limitations [No Council action taken]
A. Make no changes to ground floor use limitations in the Downtown Core Retail District.
Pros
a. Continues existing policies which are familiar to staff and most commercial brokers.
b. Policies do not seem to have significantly restricted leasing of ground floor space.
Cons
a. There has been interest by some financial services in locating downtown, some of
which have suggested that they have client turnover similar to other allowed uses.
B. Consider modifications to ground floor use restrictions in the Downtown Core Retail
District that would allow banks and other financial services that contain customer
service areas, subject to stated criteria or findings.
Pros
a. Would allow some additional flexibility for owners to lease ground floor space.
b. Allowing additional tenant spaces for financial services could improve the marketing
of downtown as a suburban financial center.
Cons
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a. Financial services are typically closed during evening and weekend hours, thereby
not contributing to nightlife and weekend vitality.
b. Financial services may not generate sufficient client traffic to contribute
substantially to the retail environment.
c. Financial services do not contribute to the pedestrian experience as other preferred
uses do, often lacking display windows or customer service areas, although design
criteria could be incorporated to mandate such streetscape design features.
C. Consider modifications to ground floor use restrictions in the Downtown Core Retail
District that would allow office uses, subject to stated criteria or findings, such as the
infeasibility of using the subject tenant space for a preferred pedestrian-oriented use.
Pros
a. Would allow some additional flexibility for owners to lease ground floor space.
Cons
a. Office uses are typically closed during evening and weekend hours, thereby not
contributing to nightlife and weekend vitality.
b. Office uses do not contribute to the pedestrian experience as other preferred uses
do, often lacking display windows or customer service areas, although design criteria
could be incorporated to mandate such streetscape design features.
D. Consider the elimination of ground floor use restrictions on banks, financial services
and offices.
Pros
a. Would allow a great deal of flexibility for owners to lease ground floor space.
b. Would likely reduce an already low vacancy rate for ground floor space.
Cons
a. May significantly detract from the pedestrian-oriented retail environment desired
for Grant Avenue by creating a less interesting streetscape and would not contribute
to a more vital nightlife or weekend use of the downtown.
b. May have substantial implications on weekday parking availability due to conversion
of space to office uses with higher employee density.
3. Catalyst Sites & Village Design Concept
A. Reduce the specificity of site-specific development and design policies. [Endorsed 3-1-1]
Pros
a. Would provide more flexibility to property owners or developers in proposing
redevelopment projects.
b. Would reduce the need for Specific Plan Amendments to revise prescriptive policy
statements if deviation from the listed criteria is desired.
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Cons
a. Provides less direction to staff and applicants on City desires for redevelopment.
b. If retained, these site-specific policies should be revisited and updated, which will
entail a major public process and staff effort, including an analysis of current market
demand and trends.
B. Either eliminate or clarify that the Village Design Concept is preferred, but not
mandated for catalyst sites.
Pros
a. Would provide more flexibility to property owners or developers in proposing
redevelopment projects.
b. Would reduce the need for Specific Plan Amendments to revise prescriptive policy
statements if deviation from the listed criteria is desired.
Cons
a. Concerns that the Village Design Concept retains the smaller-scale character of the
downtown.
C. Retain the specificity of site-specific development policies and the Village Design
Concept.
Pros
a. Greater specificity yields more certain results.
b. The Village Design Concept was a key objective of the 1998 Specific Plan.
Cons
a. Level of specificity can reduce the potential for redevelopment of key sites due to
lack of market demand for the type/scale of development stipulated.
b. Level of specificity can lead to more requests for Specific Plan amendments, which is
contrary to the original intent of the Specific Plan to streamline development
processing.
c. If retained, these site-specific policies should be revisited and updated, which will
entail a major public process and staff effort, including an analysis of current market
demand and trends.
4. Remaining Infrastructure Projects
A. Update implementation measures in the Specific Plan and develop a funding plan for
remaining infrastructure improvements.
Pros
a. Would guide future Capital Improvement Program prioritization and funding.
Cons
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a. Would require staff time to prepare an implementation plan and prepare updated
cost estimates.
b. Downtown projects will compete with capital improvements needed elsewhere in
the community since there have been insufficient funds available for maintenance of
existing infrastructure, as well as new improvements.
B. Rather than retaining a separate list of infrastructure improvements in the Specific
Plan, incorporate desired projects into the annual Capital Improvement Program
prioritization process. [Endorsed 3-1-1]
Pros
a. Would leave all or most of proposed infrastructure improvements in the Specific
Plan without change, but would not assume that the projected timing of the
improvements listed in the Specific Plan will be achieved.
b. Would not require additional staff and consultant time to update the Specific Plan
infrastructure list.
Cons
a. Downtown infrastructure projects would have to compete with citywide projects.
5. Plan Update
A. Maintain the Downtown Specific Plan in its current form, and take no action.
Pros
a. Retains the current document as Council policy and eliminates staff and community
time to update.
Cons
a. Retains an out-of-date policy document which may inhibit new development and is
challenging for staff to implement due to its specificity.
B. Retain the Downtown Specific Plan, however, comprehensively update the document,
including removing the programs that have been implemented, reconsidering
appropriate land use and design criteria for remaining catalyst sites, updating desired
public improvements based upon fewer financial resources, and streamlining the
document for easier administration.
Pros
a. Results in an updated policy document that reflects current community objectives
and Council direction.
b. Would provide better direction to staff and applicants on development policies and
infrastructure priorities.
c. Would update CEQA review, which could streamline the processing of development
applications.
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Cons
a. The staff and community time and cost of a major update process, likely including an
EIR.
b. The length of time necessary to produce a revised document, which would have to
be initiated after the adoption of the new General Plan, leaving the current
document in place for several years.
C. Retain and update policies and programs which remain relevant in the Land Use
Element of the Draft General Plan as a Focus Area (along with North Redwood; North,
North Redwood and the Northwest Quad). Incorporate and refine design policies
from the Specific Plan into an updated version of the Downtown Novato Design
Guidelines, with formal adoption of the guidelines by Council and amend Section
19.16.040(D)(1) of the Zoning Code to strongly encourage, but not require, compliance
with the adopted design guidelines to create context-sensitive development. Repeal
the Specific Plan as a separate policy document. [Endorsed 3-1-1]
[Note: The intent of this option is not to change the priority role of the downtown, the
overall objectives of the DSP or most of the policy intent, but to produce a much more
succinct and updated version of the policies in the new General Plan.]
Pros
a. A specific plan does not provide more effective policy direction than a General
Plan (with carefully crafted policies) and zoning requirements relating to specific
subjects (e.g. historic building preservation).

b. Would provide the most expedient path towards updating policy direction for the
downtown by utilizing the General Plan update process and EIR.
Cons
a. The level of detail included in the original Specific Plan could not be retained in the
General Plan. A prioritization and synthesis of retained policies and programs would
be necessary to create an appropriately detailed focus area of the General Plan Land
Use Element.
b. Update of the Downtown Novato Design Guidelines would have to occur after the
adoption of the new General Plan and would require funds for assistance of a design
consultant to work with staff and the Design Review Commission.
6. Rezonings
Consider extension of Downtown Commercial (CDR or CDB) zoning on properties fronting
Redwood Boulevard north of Vallejo Avenue to NovaRo III on the west side and to Olive
Avenue on the east side of the street. Notify property owners of workshops before the
Planning Commission and City Council. [Endorsed 4-0-1]
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7. Zoning Code Amendments [Endorsed 4-0-1]
Consider:




Establishing concentration limitations on certain Personal Services in Downtown,
Revising non-conforming use regulations to allow replacement of single-family
dwellings in the Downtown, and
Eliminating tobacco product shops as an allowed use in the Downtown.

EXHIBITS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Zoning Code – Allowable Uses and Development Regulations
Mission, Value and Goals statements from Specific Plan
Map of Catalyst Sites from Specific Plan
Comparison of Downtown Ground Floor Use Allowances
Staff Evaluation of the Downtown Novato Specific Plan

A copy of the Downtown Novato Specific Plan (without exhibits) can be found at:
novato.org/government/community-development/planning-division/documents
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