
	

	

MEMORANDUM	

To:	 Honorable	Mayor	Prochnow,	Vice	Mayor	Mordo,	and	Councilmembers	Bruins,	Pepper	and	Eng	

															Chris	Jordan,	City	Manager	

	 Jon	Biggs,	Community	Development	Director	

From:	 Los	Altos	Property	Owners	Downtown	

Dated:	 November	10,	2017	

Re:	Downtown	Property	Owners	Perspectives	on	Downtown	Vision	Scenarios	

Los	 Altos	 Property	 Owners	 Downtown	 (“LAPOD”)	 is	 pleased	 that	 the	 Staff	 and	 Council	 are	 making	
progress	in	the	effort	to	create	a	vision	of	the	Downtown	designed	to	make	it	successful	over	the	next	
50	years.		The	City	has	been	studying	these	issues	for	over	a	year	and,	in	a	recent	survey,	most	resident	
responses	indicate	Los	Altos	wants	more	vibrancy.		While	there	can	be	considerable	disagreement	over	
what	 “more	 vibrancy”	 means,	 82%	 described	 Los	 Altos’	 Downtown	 as	 either	 “dated,	 boring,	 or	
stagnant.”	 	The	Council	asked	the	Planning	Department	and	the	Consultants	to	come	up	with	a	Fourth	
Scenario	 for	 further	 study	 that	 is	 bold	 and	 economically	 feasible	 for	 private	 property	 owners.	 This	
memorandum	builds	on	past	work	been	done	by	the	City	and	is	intended	to	outline	a	bold	scenario	that	
is	economically	feasible	while	maintaining	the	village	feel	of	the	Downtown.		This	proposed	Scenario	IV	
covers	major	 topics	 and,	 like	 the	 other	 scenarios,	 the	 elements	 of	 this	 proposed	 Scenario	 IV	 can	 be	
added	to	other	scenarios	or	changed	to	optimize	the	result.				

BACKGROUND	

We	have	considered	the	following	reports	and	studies.			

1. The	Downtown	Zoning	Committee	Phase	II	Report	(April	17,	2007)	and	City	of	Los	Altos	
Downtown	Wide	Traffic	and	Parking	and	Impact	Analysis	(DMJM	Harris;	January	2008)	(the	
“South	Triangle	Report”);	

2. 2009	Community	Center	Master	Plan;		
3. The	2009	Downtown	Opportunity	Study:	South	Plaza	Office	Development	(The	“Opportunity	

Study”);	
4. Downtown	Parking	Management	Plan	for	the	City	of	Los	Altos	(the	“2013	CDM	Smith	Parking	

Management	Plan”;	
5. The	City-Wide	Parking	Ad	Hoc	Committee	Report;		
6. The	Downtown	Buildings	Committee	Report;	and	
7. 2017	Economic	Vitality	Strategy	Options	for	Downtown	Los	Altos.	

These	 reports	 and	 studies	 contain	 the	 combined	wisdom	of	numerous	 staff	members,	 consultants,	 at	
least	10	city	council	members	and	20	different	Planning	Commissioners.	 	During	 the	public	processes,	
hundreds	 of	 individual	 citizens	 commented	 on	 the	 proposals	 and	 countless	 adjustments	 were	
incorporated.	 	 The	 professionally	 prepared	 reports	 were	 usually	 adopted	 by	 the	 then	 Councils	
unanimously.	 	 To	bolster	 these	efforts,	 the	City	 completed	EIR’s	 for	 the	 first	 three	 reports	on	 the	 list.		
Unfortunately,	 all	 these	 studies	 were	 subsequently	 “put	 on	 the	 shelf”	 as	 economic	 realities	 did	 not	
support	 the	 envisioned	 developments.	 	 With	 this	 memorandum,	 we	 undertake	 to	 assemble	 the	
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combined	wisdom	of	these	reports	and	studies	and	suggest	that	the	current	Staff	and	Consultants	take	
these	reports	and	studies	off	the	shelf	and	convert	them	into	a	fourth	working	Scenario	to	be	considered	
as	part	of	the	current	visioning	process.	We	believe	that	the	economics	of	a	proposed	Scenario	 IV	will	
successfully	 invite	 new	 investment	 that	 can	 achieve	 at	 least	 a	 substantial	 portion	 of	 the	 vibrancy	
envisioned	by	these	past	councils.		

Summary	of	Reports	and	Studies	

Beginning	in	2007,	it	was	recognized	that	the	Downtown	shops	and	restaurants	were	struggling	to	
survive	and	thrive	in	the	current	challenging	market	environment.		In	all	cases,	the	reports	and	studies	
recognized	the	need	to	make	the	Downtown	attractive	to	investors	and	merchants.		However,	due	
primarily	to	excessive	parking	requirements	and	restrictive	height	limitations,	the	economics	of	new	
development	in	the	Downtown	never	came	to	fruition	without	substantial	exceptions	to	the	existing	
parking	requirements	being	granted	for	parking.			

Below	is	a	summary	of	these	important	studies	and	their	goals:	

	 	 	 	 Proposed	Additional	 	 Proposed	Additional		 EIR	Complete?	
	 	 	 	 	 Offices	 	 	 	 Housing	 	 	 	

South	Triangle	Report	 	 	 895,000	sq.	ft.	 	 495	housing	units	 	 Yes	
	
Opportunity	Study	 	 	 200,000	sq.	ft.	 	 zero	housing	units	 	 Yes	
	
Plazas	7,	8,	9,	and	10		 	 	 Unstudied	 	 Unstudied	 	 	 N/A	
Private	Development		
	
Civic	Center	Land	 	 	 To	be	Determined	 None	 	 	 	 Yes	
Private	development	 	 	 by	Staff		 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	
Total	development	studied	 	 1,095,000	sq.	ft.+	 495	housing	units	 	 Yes	
With	adopted	EIR’s	
	
Assuming	a	2/3-1/3	mix	of	small	and	large	multi-family	units,	we	assume	that	495	housing	units	together	
with	the	proposed	offices	would	yield:	
	
Developments	 	 Units	 square	feet	 	 Increase	Annual	1	 Additional	People2	

Sales	Rev.	($)	 	 	
Office	 	 	 	 1,095,000	 	 $16,600,000	 	 3,318	
Small	MF	Units						 330	 			330,000	 	 					5,156,000		 	 			794	
Large	MF	Units	 	 165	 			412,500		 	 					3,438,000	 	 			461	
Total	 	 	 495	 1,837,500	 	 	$25,194,000	 	 4,573	
																																																													
1	2017	Economic	Vitality	Strategy	Options	for	Downtown	Los	Altos,	Table	9	
2	2017	Economic	Vitality	Strategy	Options	for	Downtown	Los	Altos,	Table	9	
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While	these	goals	have	been	adopted	by	past	councils	and	EIR’s	have	been	prepared	and	adopted,	they	
have	not	been	implemented	because	of	economic	realities	(in	the	case	of	the	South	Triangle	Report	
parking	requirements	were	too	onerous	and	the	primary	property	owner	affected	had	more	limited	
goals,	and	in	the	case	of	the	Opportunity	Study,	the	City	would	have	had	to	provide	a	subsidy	of	about	
$5	million).		
	
We	believe	that	to	have	a	truly	vibrant	downtown,	it	will	be	necessary	to	achieve	the	adopted	
development	goals	of	the	South	Triangle	Report	and	the	Opportunity	Study	by	spreading	the	approved	
development	over	larger	portions	of	the	Downtown	and	portions	of	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	parcel.	This	
would	increase	vibrancy	significantly,	without	over-developing	any	particular	area	Downtown.		We	
expect	a	relatively	quick	injection	of	vibrancy	due	to	the	development	of	some	of	the	plazas	and	a	
medium-term	effect	from	allowing	development	of	portions	of	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	parcel.		At	the	
same	time,	a	longer-term	effect	will	result	from	the	redevelopment	of	the	private	parcels	in	the	
Downtown	Triangle.		Together,	this	will	have	the	effect	of	increasing	downtown	vibrancy	and	allowing	
vibrant	retail	and	restaurants	sectors.		We	ask	that	City	Staff	and	consultants	examine	the	development	
pace	of	this	Scenario	IV.			
	

Economic	Realities	and	Development	Timing.			

1. Private	Development.			If	proposed	Scenario	IV	(or	any	of	the	other	scenarios)	were	to	be	adopted,	
private	development	of	new	buildings	would	proceed	slowly	and	only	when	the	development	
economics	are	feasible.		Properties	on	Main	and	State	streets	are	predominantly	25	x	100	foot	lots,	
and	are	owned	by	different	individual	families	who	have	almost	always	desired	to	continue	to	own	
the	properties.		Because	of	the	fractured	ownership	of	Downtown	properties,	there	has	always	been	
a	major	difficulty	with	assembling	properties	for	a	viable	development.		Putting	together	a	
development	on	State	or	Main	Street	is	challenging.		In	most	cases	a	developer	must	aggregate	
property	that	totals	at	least	75	feet	of	frontage	to	be	feasible.			Smaller	parcels	are	unlikely	to	be	
developed,	as	the	effective	addition	to	the	square	footage	per	floor	is	reduced	due	to	the	
requirement	for	an	elevator	core,	two	sets	of	stairs	and	large	separate	bathrooms	on	each	floor.	
Further,	current	parking	requirements	decrease	desirability	and	increase	costs	dramatically	for	the	
development	of	a	property	that	is	100	feet	deep	with	less	than	a	75-foot	frontage,	because:		(a)	a	
curb	cut	for	automobile	entrance/exit	would	need	to	be	created	that	would	disrupt	the	pedestrian	
experience	and	(b)	the	dimensions	that	are	required	for	efficient	underground	parking.		The	
economic	analysis	must	note	that	much	of	the	Downtown	property	is	owned	by	“legacy”	owners	
who	have	a	very	low	tax	basis	(making	the	sale	of	the	property	less	attractive	due	to	capital	gains	
considerations),	have	low	property	taxes	(making	reinvestment	in	alternative	real	estate	less	
attractive),	and	are	subject	to	existing	long-term	leases	(making	redevelopment	impossible	until	
leases	expire	concurrently).			As	a	result,	assembling	private	property	to	make	a	new	investment	
feasible	will	continue	to	be	difficult.		Thus,	the	private	development	on	State	and	Main	Streets	will	
be	a	long-term	proposition.		As	a	reference	point,	these	same	considerations	exist	in	most	small	and	
medium-sized	towns.			
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We	ask	that	the	Consultants	project	the	rate	of	private	development	in	the	Downtown	block	by	
block	to	give	a	more	accurate	picture	of	how	private	development	could	possibly	proceed.			In	
addition,	development	cycles	only	last	for	a	limited	period.		The	current	cycle	is	unusually	favorable	
and	may	well	have	already	peaked.		By	the	time	this	Visioning	Process	is	completed	and	enacted,	
any	projects	proposed	might	well	find	the	development	cycle	to	be	in	another	down-cycle,	which	
would	require	a	3-5	year	wait	before	any	development	can	occur.		We	are	hopeful	that	additional	
modest	development	on	State	and	Main	Streets	will	be	achieved	over	the	decades	ahead.		Any	
zoning	changes	must	recognize	these	limitations	and	we	must	sharpen	our	economic	analysis	to	
reflect	these	realities.		Finally,	parking	policy	is	an	important	predicate	for	any	economic	analysis.		
We	understand	that	parking	policy	is	expected	to	come	before	the	Council	soon.		A	review	of	the	
Land	Econ	Group	Analysis	shows	that	they	are	aware	of	these	issues	and	will	account	for	them	in	
their	economic	analysis.			

	

2.		Public/Private	Partnerships.		Since	the	assembly	of	private	properties	allowing	new	development	will	
necessarily	be	slow	and	opportunistic	because	of	the	structural	issues	outlined	in	Paragraph	1	
above,	we	suggest	that	the	Community	embrace	the	development	of	some	public	lands	in	
public/private	partnerships.		The	City	owns	the	10	Parking	Plazas	and	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	
property.		The	economics	of	these	properties	should	be	analyzed	and	the	possible	proceeds	
considered	when	selecting	the	best	outcome	for	our	Community.		Since	the	City	controls	this	land,	
the	quickest	and	surest	route	to	successful	Downtown	vibrancy	will	be	these	development	
opportunities.	

a.		Parking	Plaza	Development	with	Public/Private	Partnerships.			Development	of	the	Parking	Plazas	
is	the	most	immediate	opportunity	to	increase	daytime	population	Downtown.	Many	of	the	
plazas	provide	the	opportunity	for	development;	we	recommend	consideration	be	given	to	the	
development	of	the	plazas	as	opportunities	present	themselves.	Development	of	some	of	the	
City-owned	plazas	might	proceed	relatively	quickly	if	they	are	made	available	for	public/private	
partnerships.			On	the	plazas,	consideration	should	be	given	to	moving	current	Civic	Center	uses	
(such	as	a	new	City	Hall,	theater,	library	or	other	public	use)	to	the	Downtown.		Such	possible	
moves	could	jumpstart	the	Downtown	vibrancy	that	we	all	desire.	Any	such	moves	would	also	
open	up	more	possible	sites	on	the	Civic	Center	18-acre	parcel	for	development	or	other	uses.		
Also,	we	assume	that	all	public	parking	stalls	on	any	parking	plazas	that	are	developed	must	be	
replaced	with	stalls	and	further	consideration	must	be	made	as	to	whether	additional	public	stalls	
must	be	added	to	any	particular	plaza	for	the	purpose	of	meeting	parking	requirements	for	other	
properties.			Consideration	should	also	be	made	as	to	whether	any	particular	plaza	should	be	
dedicated	to	parking	only.	The	larger	parking	plazas	are	about	45,000	square	feet	and	contain	
approximately	130	parking	stalls.		The	possible	development	of	Plazas	1,	2	and	3	(South	Plaza	
from	Voyageur	du’	Temps	to	the	Los	Altos	Grill)	was	examined	in	an	extensive	study	in	2009	
culminating	in	a	proposal	to	construct	4	levels	of	underground	parking	beneath	plazas	1,	2	and	3	
with	new	office	buildings	above	ground.		That	analysis	concluded	that,	to	accomplish	such	a	
development,	the	City	would	have	to	provide	a	subsidy	of	about	$5	million.		The	Council	
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concluded	that	there	was	no	interest	in	subsidizing	such	a	project	at	that	time	and	the	project	
was	abandoned.		If	the	City-wide	Parking	Committee	recommendations	are	adopted	by	the	
current	Council,	with	the	recent	increase	in	downtown	Class	A	office	rents	it	is	likely	that	no	
subsidy	would	be	required	and,	instead,	that	substantial	proceeds	may	be	available	to	apply	to	
other	public	needs.		Central	Plaza	(Plazas	4,	5	and	6)	could	be	used	for	a	Central	Park	theme	on	
the	surface.	

Public/Private	partnership	development	of	the	plazas	would	necessarily	provide	for	a	right-of-
way	that	allows	access	to	all	buildings.		While	a	mix	of	development	(office/housing)	will	likely	be	
proposed,	the	exact	ratio	between	the	two	should	be	made	based	on	obtaining	an	inventory	of	
all	properties	within	walking	distance	of	downtown	and	zoning	to	encourage	the	desired	synergy	
between	office,	residential,	retail	and	restaurant.	Such	development	can	be	facilitated	through	
the	use	of	long-term	leases.		Because	of	the	requirement	to	replace	existing	parking	and,	
perhaps,	other	restrictions	or	demands	placed	on	development	of	any	particular	plaza,	the	
development	of	the	plazas	will	likely	generate	a	smaller	financial	return	to	the	City	than	
development	of	portions	of	the	Civic	Center	18-acre	parcel.		

b.		Civic	Center	Development	with	Public/Private	Partnerships.		The	2009	Civic	Center	Goals	and	Plan	
assembled	a	“wish	list”	of	goals	for	the	Civic	Center	and	calculated	that	cost	at	about	$170	
million.		Surveys	by	the	Council	at	the	time	showed	that	there	was	almost	no	support	for	such	a	
large	general	obligation	bond	and	the	City’s	resources	at	the	time	were	limited.		The	Council	
acknowledged	that	the	Community	at	large	did	not	support	that	expense.		Subsequently,	a	much	
more	modest	approach	was	suggested	but	that	did	not	receive	support	either.		The	Council	has	
now	proposed	a	different	approach	using	available	City	resources.		As	the	Civic	Center	planning	
proceeds,	as	discussed	above,	some	of	the	parking	plazas	could	be	used	for	civic	purposes	in	
conjunction	with	private	development,	potentially	freeing	up	additional	space	in	the	Civic	Center	
for	other	uses.		Further	attention	should	be	given	to	possible	public/private	partnerships	for	the	
development	of	a	portion	of	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	site.		Development	proceeds	may	exceed	
$400	per	developed	foot.		That	could	translate	into	up	to	$200	million	of	proceeds.		This	
approach	would	allow	the	Civic	Center	Goals	and	Plan	to	be	implemented	without	depleting	City	
reserves	or	saddling	the	taxpayers	with	new	bonds	or	other	obligations.		More	important	to	
LAPOD	is	that	the	goal	of	a	vibrant	Downtown	will	be	closer	to	reality	if	residents	and	office	
workers	located	on	a	portion	of	the	Civic	Center	Site	are	in	walking	distance	of	Downtown.	

We	believe	that	the	public	would	embrace	a	self-financed	complete	civic	center.	The	proposed	
Scenario	IV	would	support	and	supplement	a	vibrant	downtown	and	provide	sufficient	resources	
for	construction	of	a	complete	Civic	Center.			Any	such	public/private	partnership	developments	
could	pay	for	some	or	all	of	the	proposed	Civic	Center	development.		We	expect	that	whatever	
portion	of	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	property	that	could	be	developed	by	public/private	
partnerships	would	have	to	wait	for	any	proposed	new	development	of	City	Facilities	to	be	
planned,	and,	in	some	cases,	completed.		Sufficient	resources	to	fulfill	the	Civic	Center	goals	can	
be	obtained	by	agreeing	to	long-term	leases	of	Parking	Plazas	and	portions	of	the	18-acre	Civic	
Center	property.		This	approach	will	preserve	the	City	resources	for	future	generations	while	
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allowing	the	Community	to	achieve	the	vibrancy	that	we	need	today	and	the	vision	of	the	
updated	and	expanded	Civic	Center.		Many	cities	have	used	this	approach	to	control	
development	and	enhance	their	own	economics.	

	
CONSIDERATIONS	FOR	A	VIBRANT	DOWNTOWN	LOS	ALTOS	

We	believe	there	are,	in	general,	four	ways	to	categorize	downtowns:	

1. Dense	Urban.		Think	San	Francisco.	We	are	unaware	of	anyone	from	Los	Altos	who	thinks	this	is	
the	best	way	to	go.			

2. Low	intensity	Urban.		Think	Redwood	City,	Palo	Alto	and	Mountain	View.		Some	may	like	this	
but	we	do	not	recommend	this	approach	at	this	point.			

3. Vibrant	Village.		Think	Menlo	Park,	San	Carlos,	Burlingame	and	Fourth	Street,	Berkeley.	There	is	
considerable	agreement	that	this	is	a	direction	that	can	be	supported	and	could	build	on	the	
consensus	shown	in	the	recent	survey.		We	will	try	to	define	this	approach	here.				

4. Ranch.		Think	Saratoga	and	Los	Altos.	The	current	Downtown	reflects	this	approach.		We	believe	
that	the	current	zoning	will	lead	to	little	or	no	development	and	a	continued	weakening	of	the	
social	center	of	Los	Altos,	as	well	as	a	weakening	of	the	retail	and	restaurant	sectors.		
	

LAPOD	believes	that	creating	a	“vibrant	village”	is	the	goal	of	most	members	of	the	Los	Altos	
Community.		There	is	no	“silver	bullet”	to	achieve	this	goal.		We	are	fortunate	to	have	a	great	start	in	the	
Downtown	Triangle	that	has	been	built	up	over	the	past	60	years.		To	develop	a	program	that	maintains	
the	village	character	while	generating	sufficient	density	within	walking	distance	of	Downtown	to	create	
a	vibrant	atmosphere	we	propose	a	program	that	addresses	the	following	issues:	
	
1. What	is	a	great	street?	In	his	1995	book	Great	Streets	(First	MIT	Press	paperback	edition,	1995),	

Professor	Alan	Jacobs	attempts	to	pull	together	the	contours	of	what	makes	a	street	great	–	a	place	
full	of	places	(shops,	restaurants,	plazas,	parks…)	that	people	want	to	be:			

“Certain	physical	qualities	are	required	for	a	great	street.		All	are	required,	not	one	or	two.		They	
are	few	in	number	and	appear	to	be	simple,	but	that	may	be	deceptive.		Most	are	directly	
related	to	social	and	economic	criteria	having	to	do	with	building	good	cities:		accessibility,	
bringing	people	together	publicness,	livability,	safety,	comfort,	participation,	and	responsibility.”	
(p.	270).		

Downtown	Los	Altos	already	enjoys	many	of	the	features	described	in	Great	Streets	and	with	the	
current	visioning	process	we	can	capture	many	of	the	missing	features.		Excerpts	from	Great	Streets	
are	included	in	the	Appendix	to	give	the	reader	a	better	idea	of	how	downtown	Los	Altos	can	have	
great	streets.	

2. Density	and	usage	mix	within	the	Downtown.		A	great	street	must	be	proximate	to	people	who	can	
enjoy	it.		Successful	retail	and	restaurants	require	sufficient	customers	(characterized	as	“feet	on	the	
street”);	Class	A	offices	and	housing	proximate	to	retail	can	help	supply	such	customers	to	support	
retail	and	restaurants	during	the	day	(especially	from	offices)	and	evening	(especially	from	housing).		
We	believe	there	is	currently	insufficient	proximate	Class	A	office	and	housing	to	support	downtown	
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Los	Altos	retail	and	restaurants,	as	there	is	currently	only	25%	office	and	29%	residential	square	
footage,	versus	46%	retail	and	restaurants’	square	footage	in	the	Downtown	Triangle.		To	have	
successful	retail	and	restaurants,	these	ratios	must	change,	by	increasing	office	and	housing	density	
and	/or	by	reducing	retail	and	restaurant	density.		We	recommend	compiling	the	current	ratio,	with	
“within	walking	distance”	being	within	¼	mile	of	the	Downtown	Triangle.		Then,	we	recommend	
changing	zoning	to	promote	ratios	to	create	a	synergy	between	offices	that	support	retail	and	
restaurants	during	the	day	and	housing	that	supports	retail	and	restaurants	in	the	evening.		
Downtown	sales	tax	revenues	can	be	a	key	measure	to	indicate	how	successful	retail	and	
restaurants	are	and	the	impact	of	changes	in	the	ratio.	

3. Amenities.		What	additional	amenities	should	we	plan	for	the	Downtown	beyond	the	construction	
of	new	Downtown	buildings	that	will	supplement	vibrancy?	

4. Height.		Architects	have	long	understood	that	buildings	should	be	in	the	range	of	50%	to	100%	of	
the	width	of	the	right-of-way.		Great	Streets	by	Alan	Jacobs	notes	that	the	most	successful	streets	in	
the	World	are	within	that	range	and	that	90%	of	the	right-of-way	is	the	most	prevalent.			

5. Growing	Obsolescence	of	Downtown	Buildings.		According	to	the	Land	Econ	Group	February	2017	
ECONOMIC	VITALITY	STRATEGY	OPTIONS	FOR	DOWNTOWN	LOS	ALTOS	draft:		

“A	majority	of	the	housing	in	Los	Altos	was	built	between	1950	and	1970,	and	over	70	percent	of	the	
stock	was	built	before	1970	(Figure	13).	The	retail	buildings	in	the	downtown	would	have	mostly	
been	built	during	this	period	as	well.	These	older	buildings	typically	have	heights	of	10	to	12	feet,	
whereas	contemporary	retail	tenants	now	require	a	minimum	floor	height	of	15	or	16	feet.	The	
depth	of	many	of	these	older	buildings	is	100	feet,	whereas	contemporary	retail	tenants	prefer	a	
depth	of	40	to	60	feet	because	of	improved	logistics.	They	do	not	need	the	extra	40	to	60	feet	in	
depth,	which	was	primarily	used	for	storing	inventory,	and	do	not	wish	to	pay	rent	for	that	space.	
Any	attempt	to	update	these	buildings	will	trigger	Title	24	Building	Energy	Efficiency	Standards	that	
are	costly	to	implement.”	
	

6.		Connection	to	the	Civic	Center.		It	is	critical	that	a	fluid	and	easy	connection	be	established	between	
the	Downtown	and	the	Civic	Center.		To	accomplish	this,	several	possible	connections	have	been	
studied.		Some	of	the	ideas	presented	include:	

(i) Roundabout	at	Edith	and	San	Antonio,	without	a	signal;		
(ii) Underground	parking	at	one	or	two	levels	under	San	Antonio	between	Downtown	and	Civic	

Center;	
(iii) Re-routing	State	Street	directly	into	the	library	driveway.		This	could	be	completed	at	grade,	

with	underground	parking	under	San	Antonio	Road	to	connect	the	Civic	Center	and	Downtown	
both	at	grade	and	underground.	This	version	could	incorporate	a	pedestrian	bridge;		

(iv) Build	(perhaps	a	new	city	hall)	over	San	Antonio	with	elevators	and	stairs	on	both	sides.	
	
Others	ideas	should	be	explored,	as	well.			

7.			Central	Park.		This	concept	was	originally	proposed	by	Greentown	in	2009.		LAPOD	believes	in	and	
supports	the	Central	Park	concept.		The	25’	by	100’	properties	in	the	Downtown	that	border	on	
plazas	4,	5	and	6	could	be	split	so	that	these	properties	would	be	more	attractive	for	the	new	retail	
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models	that	are	emerging.	These	properties	could	also	be	rezoned	so	the	portion	facing	Main	or	
State	remains	CRS	and	the	portions	facing	the	plaza	is	CRS/OAD.	(Properties	on	Main	or	State	
between	plazas	1,	2	and	3	or	7,	8,	or	9	could	similarly	be	rezoned).	Also,	Central	Plazas	(Plazas	4,	5	
and	6)	might	maintain	some	head-in	stalls	on	either	end	(to	replace	private	stalls),	as	well	as	space	
for	deliveries.		Replacement	stalls	for	those	lost	in	central	plazas	could	be	constructed	as	part	of	the	
redevelopment	of	the	other	parking	plazas.	

8.	 Rezone	portions	of	CRS	zone	to	CRS/OAD.		By	reducing	the	zoning	requirement	that	is	currently	
exclusively	retail	and	restaurant	in	certain	areas	of	the	Downtown	(e.g.,	Main	and	State	Streets	from	
Third	Street	to	Edith	Avenue	and	the	back	half	of	properties),	the	ratios	can	be	improved	for	the	
retail	and	restaurant	establishments	that	remain	downtown.			In	addition,	a	great	many	cities	and	
villages	throughout	the	country	have	modified	their	downtown	zoning	to	allow	what	is	known	as	
“recreational	retail”—personal	fitness	uses.		These	uses	dramatically	increase	downtown	vibrancy.		
Also,	many	cities	and	villages	are	modifying	their	zoning	and	parking	requirements	to	allow	office	
usage	in	either	the	back	portions	of	retail	buildings	or	on	their	second	floors,	as	well	as	oftentimes	
reducing	their	retail	footprints.		Existing	restaurants,	shops	and	stores	can	remain,	but	the	
opportunity	to	change	the	use	in	those	areas	where	zoning	is	changed	can	enhance	the	remaining	
CRS	zone.			

9.	 Parking.		To	accommodate	development	of	any	of	the	plazas,	the	parking	committee	
recommendations,	including	the	restriping	plan,	should	be	adopted.		

10.	 Zoning	for	FAR,	not	height.		To	facilitate	more	creative	and	attractive	architectural	solutions,	zoning	
should	be	based	on	FAR3,	and	not	height4.		Concerns	about	height	(the	“canyon”	effect)	can	be	
addressed	by	using	a	daylight	plane	to	keep	overall	height	under	that	recommended	for	great	
streets.5		Density	bonuses	for	low/mod	housing	can	then	be	based	on	the	amount	of	housing	by	way	
of	increases	in	the	FAR.		LAPOD	proposes	zoning	as	follows:	

	 	 	 	 BASE	FAR	 Low/Mod	Density	Bonus6	
1. First	Street:		 250%7		 	 	 ???%	 FAR		
2. Second	Street:	 250%		 	 	 ???%	 FAR	
3. Third	Street:		 250%		 	 	 ???%	 FAR;	
4. State	Street:	 300%		 	 	 ???%	 FAR	

																																																													
3	FAR	refers	to	“Floor	Area	Ratio”	which	is	calculated	using	the	gross	square	footage	of	the	proposed	structure	(all	
floors)	and	divide	by	the	square	footage	of	the	land	area.		For	example,	a	22,500	square	foot	building	on	a	10,000	
square	foot	lot	would	have	a	FAR	of	225%.	
4	That	building	dimensions	add	to	Village	Character	and	creates	“definition”	of	the	street	can	be	assured	by	
applying	a	daylight	plane	from	the	far	side	of	the	street	at	(say)	45	degrees.			
5	See	Great	Streets,	Alan	Jacobs,	First	MIT	Press	paperback	edition,	1995	
6	The	effect	of	the	low/mod	Density	Bonus	should	be	considered.		Staff	should	determine	what	density	bonuses	
are	for	mix-use	developments.	Also,	FAR	calculations	should	be	based	on	“net”	available	land,	allowing	for	a	
through-roadway	adjacent	to	the	rear	of	the	buildings	on	State	and	Main	and	for	loading	and	an	appropriate	
setback	from	the	existing	residential	buildings	behind	the	North	Plaza.		These	requirements	will	further	limit	the	
overall	size	of	the	buildings.			
7	The	residential	development	at	100	First	Street	is	250%	FAR.	
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5. Main	Street:	 350%		 	 	 ???%	 FAR	
6. Plazas:	 	 400%8	 	 	 	 FAR	(after	drive-through	and	setbacks)	

12.	Acquisition	of	AT&T	Site.		The	opportunity	for	development	of	the	18-acre	Civic	Center	property	
could	be	enhanced	by	acquiring	this	property	for	public	use.			

13.	Design	Review.		Design	review	will	remain	an	important	part	of	the	development	approvals	process	
in	Los	Altos.			

Conclusion		

We	believe	the	proposed	Scenario	IV	that	addresses	the	issues	discussed	above	can	help	increase	
downtown	vibrancy	while	assuring	that	our	streets	remain	consistent	with	the	“village”	style	that	is	Los	
Altos.		Again,	like	the	other	scenarios,	the	elements	of	proposed	Scenario	IV	can	be	added	to	other	
scenarios	or	changed	to	optimize	the	result.	

We	look	forward	to	working	with	the	Staff	and	the	Consultants	on	refining	Scenario	IV	and	advancing	a	
vision	of	the	Downtown	designed	to	make	it	successful	over	the	next	50	years.		We	hope	the	final	vision	
is	turned	into	a	plan	and	that	an	Environmental	Impact	Report	is	prepared	to	assess	all	aspects	of	the	
plan,	including	traffic	and	parking.		

	
	

																																																													
8	These	are	city-owned	properties	and	exactly	what	is	built	on	the	plazas	will	be	controlled	by	the	Council.		The	
low/mod	Density	Bonus	need	not	apply	here.		Also,	FAR	must	allow	for	a	through	roadway	adjacent	to	the	
buildings	on	State	and	Main	to	allow	for	loading	and	an	appropriate	setback	from	the	existing	residential	buildings	
behind	some	plazas.			
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APPENDIX:	What	is	a	“Great	Street”?	

LAPOD	believes	that	Los	Altans	want	Main	and	State	Streets	and	the	entire	Downtown	Triangle	to	be	“great	
streets.”		We	have	gathered	quotes	from	the	book	Great	Streets	by	Alan	Jacobs,	First	MIT	Press	paperback	
edition,	1995.		In	the	last	Part	(Part	IV)	of	Great	Streets,	Professor	Jacobs	attempts	to	pull	together	the	contours	
of	what	makes	a	street	great.		This	section	extends	for	some	45	pages	of	the	book	and	no	attempt	is	made	here	
to	summarize	these	findings.		However,	we	have	pulled	quotes	from	each	section	that	provides	highlights	of	
what	Professor	Jacobs	finds	that	we	believe	are	applicable	to	Los	Altos	deliberations.		We	invite	others	to	peruse	
the	volume	and	bring	forward	their	own	quotes.					

Part	Four:		Making	Great	Streets	

Chapter	1.		Requirements	for	Great	Streets	

“Certain	physical	qualities	are	required	for	a	great	street.		All	are	required,	not	one	or	two.		They	are	few	in	
number	and	appear	to	be	simple,	but	that	may	be	deceptive.		Most	are	directly	related	to	social	and	economic	
criteria	having	to	do	with	building	good	cities:		accessibility,	bringing	people	together	publicness,	livability,	
safety,	comfort,	participation,	and	responsibility.		These	designable	qualities	are	the	subject	of	this	chapter.		(p.	
270)	

“People	can	use	the	information	however	they	wish;	as	models,	as	guides	as	points	of	departure	for	new	
designs,	or	to	find	out	just	how	much	or	how	little	can	take	place	in	a	given	cross	section	of	street.		It	is	just	as	
well,	then,	that	the	conclusions	on	urban	streets	are	inexact	or	come	in	ranges.		The	intent	is	not	to	provide	
formulae	or	recipes	but	to	provide	knowledge	as	a	basis	for	designs	of	future	great	streets.	(p.	271).		

Places	for	People	to	Walk	with	Some	Leisure.	

“It’s	on	foot	that	you	see	people’s	faces	and	statures	and	that	you	meet	and	experience	them.		That	is	how	
public	socializing	and	community	enjoyment	in	daily	life	can	most	easily	occur.		And	it’s	on	foot	that	one	can	be	
most	intimately	involve	with	the	urban	environment;	with	stores,	houses,	the	natural	environment,	and	with	
people.”		(pp.	271-272).	

Physical	Comfort	

Los	Altos	has	some	of	the	best	climate	anywhere.		Climate	is	one	of	the	enduring	reasons	that	we	all	reside	here.		
Professor	Jacobs	observes:	

“People	understand	and	respond	to	comfort.		They	seek	out	sunny	or	shady	places,	depending	on	the	climate.		
The	best	street	designers	have	understood	that.	The	trees	on	the	Boulevard	Saint-Michel	bring	shady	relief	on	
hot	sunny	days,	making	it	a	delightful	place	to	be,	and	they	provide	some	protection	from	rain,	as	do	the	shop	
awnings.		Sun	reaches	the	street	during	the	winter,	not	always	but	during	the	midday	hours,	because	the	leaves	
are	gone.”	(p.	276)	

	

Definition.	

“Great	streets	have	definition.		They	have	boundaries,	usually	walls	of	some	sort	or	another,	that	communicate	
clearly	where	the	edges	of	the	street	are,	that	set	the	street	apart,	that	keep	the	eyes	on	and	in	the	street,	that	
make	it	a	place.		But	what	does	that	mean	in	operational	terms?		What	does	it	take	to	define	a	street?		If	
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building	facades	or	walls	are	the	answer,	how	big	do	they	have	to	be	or	how	small	can	they	be?		What	can	be	
their	spacing?...”	(p.	277)	

“Streets	are	defined	in	two	ways:		vertically,	which	has	to	do	with	height	of	buildings	or	walls	or	trees	along	a	
street;	and	horizontally,	which	has	most	to	do	with	the	length	of	and	spacing	between	whatever	is	doing	the	
defining.		There	is,	as	well,	definition	that	may	occur	at	the	ends	of	a	street,	which	is	both	vertical	and	
horizontal.		Usually,	it	is	buildings	that	are	the	defining	elements,	sometimes	walls,	sometimes	trees,	sometimes	
trees	and	walls	together,	always	the	floor.”		(p.	277)	

“Regarding	vertical	definition,	it	would	seem	to	be	a	matter	both	of	proportion	and	of	absolute	numbers.		The	
wider	a	street	gets,	the	more	mass	or	height	it	takes	to	define	it.…”(p.	277)	

Qualities	that	Engage	the	Eyes.	

“The	visual	field	is	ordinarily	alive	with	motion.		Or,	in	the	activities	of	everyday	life	the	center	of	clear	vision	will	
shift	as	often	as	a	hundred	times	a	minute,	and	during	reading	or	while	driving	a	car	the	rate	of	fixations	will	
exceed	this	figure.		Great	streets	require	physical	characteristics	that	help	the	eyes	do	what	they	want	to	do,	
must	do:		move.		Every	great	street	has	this	quality.	(p.	282).	

“Achieving	streets	that	prompt	eye	movement	does	not	seem	to	be	difficult.		Generally,	it	is	many	different	
surfaces	over	which	light	constantly	moves	that	keeps	the	eyes	engaged;	separate	buildings,	many	separate	
windows	or	doors,	or	surface	changes.		Or	it	can	be	the	surfaces	themselves	that	move	and	therefore	attract	the	
eye,	if	only	for	a	split	second,	before	something	else	gains	momentary	ascendency:		people,	leaves,	signs.		Visual	
complexity	is	what	is	required,	but	it	must	not	be	so	complex	as	to	become	chaotic	or	disorienting….(p.	282)	

“Beyond	helping	to	define	a	street,	separating	the	pedestrian	realm	from	vehicles,	and	providing	shade,	what	
makes	trees	so	special	is	their	movement;	the	constant	movement	of	their	branches	and	leaves,	and	the	ever-
changing	light	that	plays	on,	through,	and	around	them.		The	leaves	move	and	the	light	on	them	constantly	
changes:		thousands	and	thousands	of	moving,	changing	surfaces.		If	light	filters	through	them,	casting	moving	
shadows	on	walks	and	walls,	so	much	the	better.		Branches	of	deciduous	trees	may	not	move	much	in	winter,	
but	the	light	plays	over	their	uneven	surfaces,	changing	them	always	challenging	the	eyes	if	ever	so	subtly.		The	
special	character	of	so	many	great	streets—Roslyn	Place,	the	Ramblas,	the	Mills	College	entry	street,	and	
perhaps	most	dramatically	Boulevard	Saint-Michel—has	to	do	with	the	constant	challenge	to	the	eyes	of	light	
and	leaves.”	(p.	283).	

Transparency	

“The	best	streets	have	about	them	a	quality	of	transparency	at	their	edges,	where	the	public	realm	of	the	street	
and	the	less	public,	often	private	realm	of	property	and	buildings	meet.		One	can	see	or	have	a	sense	of	what	is	
behind	whatever	it	is	that	defines	the	street;	one	senses	an	invitation	to	view	or	know,	if	only	in	the	mind,	what	
is	behind	the	street	wall.”	(p.	285).	

Complementarity	

“It	is	not	necessarily	time	of	building	or	similarity	of	style	that	accounts	for	the	design	complementarity	of	
buildings	along	the	best	streets.		Rather,	it	is	a	series	of	characteristics,	all	of	which	are	rarely	present	on	any	one	
street,	but	enough	of	which	are	always	there	to	express	regard	and	respect,	one	for	another	and	for	the	street	
as	a	whole.”		(p.	289).	
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Maintenance	

“Care	of	trees,	materials,	buildings,	and	all	the	parts	that	make	up	a	street	is	essential.		Given	a	choice,	and	there	
usually	are	choices,	people	would	prefer	to	be	on	a	well-maintained	rather	than	poorly	maintained	streets.”	(p.	
289).	

“Shopkeepers	know	about	maintenance.		People	would	rather	not	shop	in	poorly	maintained	stores	if	they	can	
help	it.		They	know,	too,	that	boarded	up	windows	and	closed	buildings	(not	necessarily	a	matter	of	
maintenance	but	of	occupancy)	are	detracting.”	(p.	289)	

Quality	of	Construction	and	Design.			

“There	is	no	such	thing	as	poor-quality	or	low-quality	materials,	only	problems	with	how	materials	are	used.		
Materials	that	in	a	given	situation	will	have	to	take	a	lot	of	wear	and	tear	but	are	not	capable	of	doing	so	usually	
have	a	negative	impact.”		(p.	291).	

Chapter	Two	–	Qualities	that	contribute.	

“Many	of	the	best	streets	have	trees,	but	not	all	of	them.		Many	but	not	all	of	the	best	streets	have	special	
public	places	to	sit	or	stop	along	the	way.		Gateways,	fountains	obelisks,	and	streetlights	are	among	the	physical,	
designable	characteristics	on	great	streets,	but	not	always.”	(p.	293)	

Trees	

“Trees	can	do	many	things	for	a	street	and	city,	not	the	least	of	which	is	the	provision	of	oxygen,	and	of	shade	
for	comfort.		Green	is	a	psychologically	restful,	agreeable	color.		Trees	move	and	modulate	the	light.”	(p.	293)	

Beginnings	and	Endings	

“…most	great	streets	have	notable	starts	and	stops,	not	always	fine,	but	notable.		It	could	be	argued	that,	since	
they	have	to	start	and	stop	somewhere,	these	points	should	be	well	designed.”		(p.	295)	

Many	Buildings	Rather	than	Few;	Diversity	

“There	are	different	kinds	of	diversity,	including	physical	and	social,	and	we	are	interested	in	both	as	well	as	in	
how	the	first	might	impact	on	the	second.		The	relationship	between	more	buildings	and	the	likelihood	of	
greater	diversity	should	be	no	mystery.		With	more	buildings	there	are	likely	to	be	more	architects,	and	they	will	
not	all	design	alike.		There	are	more	contributors	to	the	street,	more	and	different	participants,	all	of	whom	add	
interest.		More	buildings	are	likely	to	mean	more	building	owners,	each	with	an	economic	state	in	and	
responsibility	for	the	street.”	(p.	297)			

Special	Design	Features:	Details	

“Details	contribute	mightily	to	the	best	streets:		gates,	fountains,	benches	kiosks,	paving,	lights,	signs,	and	
canopies	can	all	be	important,	at	times	crucially	so.”	(p.	298)		

Places	

“Somewhere	along	the	path	of	a	fine	street,	particularly	if	it	is	long,	there	is	likely	to	be	a	break.		More	than	just	
intersections,	breaks	are	small	plazas	or	parks,	widenings,	or	open	spaces.		They	are	most	important	on	narrow	
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streets	and	long	streets	and	streets	that	bend	and	turn.		On	those	streets	particularly	they	provide	stopping	
places,	pauses,	reference	points	along	the	path.”	(p.	301)	

Density	Helps	

“Void	of	human	activity,	streets	soon	cry	out	for	people,	they	need	people	at	the	same	time	as	they	are	for	
them,	they	are	activated	by	people	at	the	same	time	as	they	contribute	to	making	a	community	for	them.		And	
that	is	achieved	in	considerable	measure	by	having	many	people	live	along	them	or	nearby—a	matter	of	
density.”	(p.	303)			

Diversity	

“On	most	of	these	streets,	there	exist	many	different	kinds	of	buildings	designed	for	their	uses—cinemas,	
theaters,	or	schools—or	for	earlier	uses	no	longer	present	but	adapted	to	present	occupants—movie	houses	
that	became	restaurants	or	stores—all	of	which	add	to	interest	and	activity	Variety,	activity,	liveliness	of	physical	
place	are	likely	effects	of	diversity	of	uses.”	(p.	304).			

Length	

“Though	we	cannot	specify	just	how	long	is	too	long,	we	can	hypothesize	that	at	some	points	along	a	long	street	
some	changes	are	necessary	if	interest	is	to	be	sustained.”	(p.	305)			

Slope	

“Topography	and	slope	help	by	increasing	views	and	adding	drama.”	(p.	305)	

Parking	

“None	of	the	other	great	streets	can	be	characterized	as	having	an	abundance	of	parking	places,	on	street	or	
off.”	(p.	305).			

“On-street	parking	is	permitted	and	provided	for	along	many	of	the	best	streets,	far	more	than	where	there	is	
none,	but	almost	certainly	in	amounts	that	are	far	below	demand	or	what	any	contemporary	standard	would	
require.		At	best,	drivers	seem	to	have	a	long	shot	at	finding	a	space	in	the	block	they	are	destined	for;	they	take	
the	chance,	usually	lose,	then	look	elsewhere	nearby	for	a	place	to	park.		That	may	be	enough:		a	chance.”	(p.	
306).	

Contrast	

“In	the	end,	shape	or	size	or	regularity	within	an	urban	physical	context	may	set	one	street	apart	from	others,	
may	make	it	more	noticeable,	may	give	it	a	head	start	toward	being	special,	but	that	is	not	likely	to	be	enough	
and	may	not	be	a	critical	factor	in	determining	a	great	street.		It	is	the	design	of	the	street	itself	that	makes	the	
difference.”	(p.	307).	

Time	

“To	the	extent	that	incremental	building	and	change	do	bring	the	diversity	and	sense	of	history	that	can	give	joy	
and	substance	to	a	street,	it	may	be	argued	that	smaller,	rather	than	larger,	building	parcels	help.		Diversity	is	
likely	to	be	greater	initially	as	well	as	over	time,	as	building	decisions	can	be	made	incrementally.”	(p.	308).	


