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PALO ALTO HOUSING ELEMENT 
WORKING GROUP 

  
THURSDAY June 3, 2021 

Virtual Zoom Meeting 
5:30 PM to 8:30 PM 

 
AGENDA 

****BY VIRTUAL TELECONFERENCE ONLY*** 

Pursuant to the provisions of California Governor’s Executive Order N-29-20, issued on March 17, 2020, 
to prevent the spread of Covid-19, this meeting will be held by virtual teleconference only, with no 
physical location. Members of the public may comment by sending an email to 
heupdate@citofpaloalto.org or by attending the Zoom virtual meeting to give live comments. Instructions 
for the Zoom meeting can be found on the last page of this agenda. 

Call to Order 5:30 PM 

Staff Updates 

Oral Communications/Public Comment  5:40 PM – 5:55 PM 

Presentation and Discussion  5:55 PM – 8:30 PM 

• Recap of May 6, 2021 Working Group Meeting  
• Rosenberg Rules of Order  
• Zoning and Land Use 101  
• Overview of Current Housing Element 

Break 

• Site Selection Requirements  
• Site Selection Strategies  
• Next Steps and Assignments for Next Meeting  

Adjournment  8:30 PM 

Times listed above are estimates and may change. 

 

 

mailto:heupdate@citofpaloalto.org
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Members of the Public may provide public comments to teleconference meetings via email, or by 
teleconference. 
  

1. Written public comments on the Palo Alto Housing Element Update may be submitted by email 
to heupdate@cityofpaloalto.org. 
 

2. Spoken public comments using a computer will be accepted through the teleconference 
meeting. To address the Working Group members, click on the link below for the appropriate 
meeting to access a Zoom-based meeting. Please read the following instructions carefully. 

 
A. You may download the Zoom client or connect to the meeting in-browser. If using your 

browser, make sure you are using a current, up-to-date browser: Chrome 30+, Firefox 27+, 
Microsoft Edge 12+, Safari 7+. Certain functionality may be disabled in older browsers 
including Internet Explorer. 
 

B. You will be asked to enter an email address and name. We request that you identify yourself 
by name as this will be visible online and will be used to notify you that it is your turn to 
speak. 

 
C. When you wish to speak on an agenda item, click on “raise hand”. The moderator will 

activate and unmute attendees in turn. Speakers will be notified shortly before they are 
called to speak. The Zoom application will prompt you to unmute your microphone when it is 
your turn to speak. 

 
D. When called, please limit your remarks to the time limit allotted. 

 
E. A timer will be shown on the computer to help keep track of your comments. 

 
3. Spoken public comments using a smart phone will be accepted through the teleconference 

meeting. To address the Council, download the Zoom application onto your phone from the 
Apple App Store or Google Play Store and enter the Meeting ID below. Please follow instructions 
B-E above. 

 
4. Spoken public comments using a phone use the telephone number listed below. When you 

wish to speak on an agenda item hit *9 on your phone so we know that you wish to speak. You 
will be asked to provide your first and last name before addressing the Board. You will be 
advised how long you have to speak. When called please limit your remarks to the agenda item 
and time limit allotted. 

 
 

https://paloalto365-my.sharepoint.com/personal/rachael_tanner_cityofpaloalto_org/Documents/heupdate@cityofpaloalto.org


Planning & Development Services 
 

Memorandum 

 
 

To: Housing Element Working Group 

From:  Tim Wong, Senior Planner - Housing 

Clare Campbell, Manager of Long Range Planning 

Date: June 3, 2021 

Re: Working Group Meeting #2 

 
Purpose/Goal of Meeting 
The purpose of the June 3, 2021 Working Group Meeting is to continue to familiarize the Working 
Group with Housing Element requirements and to begin the site selection process. The primary 
goals of the meeting are as follows:  
 Provide an overview of the current Housing Element including a brief overview of housing 

sites, methodologies (i.e. El Camino Real “pearl on a string” concept) and programs set 
forth in the Housing Element; 

 Present new site selection requirements that has been passed since the adoption of the 
fifth cycle Housing Element in which the upcoming Housing Element will be required to 
comply with.  

 Begin developing strategies for site selection for the Housing Element update. 
 

Key Points from Previous Meeting 
The previous Working Group meeting was held on May 6, 2021 and was the first Working Group 
meeting for the 2023-31 Housing Element Update. The meeting provided the opportunity for City 
Staff, consultants, and Working Group members to introduce themselves and begin the Housing 
Element Update process. Topics discussed at the May 6, 2021 Working Group meeting included: 
 Introduction to the Brown Act; 
 Overview of what the Housing Element is and what the update process entails; 
 Overall roles of the Working Group; and 
 Election of Working Group Co-Chairs 

 
Throughout the meeting, Working Group members, along with City Staff and consultants, shared 
ideas, recommendations, and concerns regarding the Housing Element Update. Discussion points 
from the Working Group included: 
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 What types of existing housing and efforts can be counted towards the upcoming RHNA 

cycle; 
 How the City plans to achieve the upcoming RHNA allocation and the repercussions of not 

hitting the RHNA target; 
 The current RHNA methodology and how it was formulated;  
 The various income levels under RHNA and their respective area median incomes (AMIs); 
 Constraints to the provision of housing in Palo Alto; and 
 Future opportunities to visit potential housing sites  

 
In addition to the meeting, the Working Group was tasked with several assignments to complete 
prior to the June 3, 2021 Working Group meeting: 
 Review the Rosenburg Rules of Order;  
 Go to the SV@Home website and take the density quiz: 

https://siliconvalleyathome.org/quiz/can-guess-density-developments/; and 
 Read the Introduction to the 2015-23 (Current) Housing Element 

 
Discussion 
In an effort to bring the Working Group up to speed with the preparation of a Housing Element,  
topics are being presented to the Working Group to insure all have a baseline understanding 
prior to beginning the site selection process.  Topics presented include land use and zoning as 
well as a summary of the current Housing Element. In addition, a significant number of Housing 
Element requirements have been added and expanded since the certification of the current 
Housing Element.  
 
Introduction to Land Use and Zoning  
A zoning code is found in a jurisdiction’s Municipal Code and consists of both the zoning map and 
text. The zoning code implements land uses set forth in the City’s Comprehensive Plan by 
illustrating how the community is to be developed through dividing the land into different 
districts or zones. Zoning specifically defines and regulates the types of uses permitted on a 
specific parcel of land, as well as specific design and development guidelines and requirements 
such as how dense development can be, overall massing, and other construction guidelines and 
requirements.  
 
The primary function of planning departments is the administration of the planning and zoning 
codes for the land contained within the jurisdiction’s boundaries. Key in this function is ensuring 
that the uses proposed on different parcels of land conform to the zoning code in order to 
maintain the overall health and welfare of the community.  Uses under a zone can be “by right” 
(administrative or ministerially approved), conditionally permitted (discretionarily approved), or 
not permitted, based on how compatible or incompatible they are with other uses in the area.  
 
Palo Alto Zoning 

https://siliconvalleyathome.org/quiz/can-guess-density-developments/
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The Palo Alto Zoning Code1 categorizes parcels of land into different zones. These designations 
are visually summarized in the zoning map2. Palo Alto contains land zoned with several different 
zoning designations. Within each zone, certain uses may be permitted, permitted after obtaining 
a Conditional Use Permit (CUP), or permitted with some restrictions. The allowable uses (e.g. 
residential, office, retail, commercial recreation, etc.) for each zone district are listed in the 
respective zone designation chapter of the zoning code.  
 
Development Standards 
The comprehensive plan and zoning code provide the primary direction to identify the permitted 
uses in given locations and describe development standards such as height, the amount of space 
a building can occupy, and other aspects important to the building’s owners, users, and 
neighbors. 
 
Approximately 98% of the developed parcels in Palo Alto are privately owned. Private landowners 
are responsible for the maintenance and upkeep of their property.  The landowners must also 
decide to invest resources into their land to construct buildings or establish uses that conform to 
the local regulations.  Thus, while the local community, through laws passed by local government, 
can establish a vision and accompanying restrictions for land within its jurisdiction, the 
community must partner with landowners for these visions to be realized.  
 
Overview of the Current 2015-23 Housing Element 
For the 2015-23 Housing Element, the City was assigned a RHNA of 1,988 units, of which 1,123 
units were designated as low income. A map of the City showing the housing sites is included as 
Attachment A. The City was able to meet its RHNA requirement by identifying 176 sites, all which 
were also used in the 2007-14 Housing Element, utilizing the following methods: 
 
1. Non-vacant underutilized sites 

The City is essentially built out with very few vacant sites available. A non-vacant site is a site 
with improvements, such as a retail building, apartments, even a parking lot. The City relied 
heavily on non-vacant underutilized sites to meet its current RHNA requirement. 
Approximately 94% (165 of 176 total sites) of the City’s Housing Opportunity Sites from the 
current Housing Element are on underutilized sites. Underutilized was defined by an assessed 
value ratio.  This ratio compares the County Assessor’s assessed value of the improvements 
on the parcel to the County Assessor’s value of the land. The A/V ratio of 1.5 has been used 
by other jurisdictions to evaluate the redevelopment potential of property. If the ratio is less 
than 1.0, the improvements are worth less than the land. Therefore, a ratio of 1.5 or greater 
demonstrates that the land is worth more than the improvements thus has a higher 
probability for redevelopment. 

 

1     https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/paloalto/latest/paloalto_ca/0-0-0-32634 
2 https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/planning-amp-development-services/file-migration/current 

planning/forms-and-guidelines/zone-map-2021.pdf 

https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/paloalto/latest/paloalto_ca/0-0-0-32634
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/planning-amp-development-services/file-migration/current-planning/forms-and-guidelines/zone-map-2021.pdf
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/paloalto/latest/paloalto_ca/0-0-0-32634
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/planning-amp-development-services/file-migration/current%20planning/forms-and-guidelines/zone-map-2021.pdf
https://www.cityofpaloalto.org/files/assets/public/planning-amp-development-services/file-migration/current%20planning/forms-and-guidelines/zone-map-2021.pdf
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2. Previous element sites 

Jurisdictions were able to use or transfer their “unused” sites from the previous housing 
element to the current element. Many jurisdictions were able to meet their RHNA through 
the reuse of previous Element sites. One hundred percent of the current Housing Element 
sites were also identified in the 2007-14 Housing Element. 
 

3. Use of smaller sites 
A large number of Housing Opportunity Sites in the current Housing Element are less than 
half an acre. Approximately 51% (89 of 176 total sites) of the sites are smaller than 0.5 acres 
with a large percentage of those sites smaller than a third of an acre. 
 

In addition, some new requirements were added to the 2015-23 Housing Element. The State 
understood that higher densities are needed to develop lower income housing. Therefore, the 
State enacted a minimum density requirement for sites to be determined as appropriate for 
lower income housing. For Palo Alto, the State had determined that a minimum of 20 units per 
acre was needed to develop affordable housing. In other words, the City had to find sufficient 
number of parcels with a zoning with at least 20 units/acre to be considered suitable to 
accommodate the 1,123 assigned low income units of the 1,988 total units for 2015-23. 
 
Also, another emphasis was to focus greater development along El Camino by creating pedestrian 
nodes. This was borrowed from the South El Camino Design Guidelines. Using the concept of 
“pearls on a string”, the Housing Element focused more sites around the City’s two Caltrain 
stations, thus creating these nodes along El Camino. 
 
Overview of Existing Programs 
The City currently has approximately 72 programs that address a variety of housing concerns such 
as affordability, preservation of existing housing, accessibility, fair housing access, constraint 
removal, aesthetics/neighborhood character, and others. Emphasis was placed on trying to 
provide incentives on El Camino parcels to spur housing production. Programs for expedited 
review and lot consolidation were included. To help make housing programs in the City more 
achievable, the City is looking to consolidate programs by identifying successful programs and 
continuing them in the sixth cycle Housing Element. The Working Group will be reviewing existing 
Housing programs later in the update process. As part of the Working Group program review, it 
will include which programs should be continued for the updated Housing Element and which 
should be deleted. A focus for the updated element will be a reduction in the overall number of 
programs.    
 
Review of New Housing Element Requirements  
Since the adoption of the fifth cycle Housing Element in 2015, additional Housing Element 
requirements have been enacted. These new requirements made the Housing Element selection 
process and the overall preparation of the Housing Element significantly more complex. For 
reference, the related legislation that that established the requirement is in parentheses. 
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Site Selection Requirements  
 All sites must be shown to be “suitable and available” (AB 1397). 

o “Suitable” in which the parcel is zoned appropriately for residential development 
as well as having available infrastructure and environmental constraints. 

o “Available” means that it has a likelihood for development during the Housing 
Element planning period. This Housing element planning period is January 2023-
January 2031. 

 Parcels smaller than 0.5 acre or larger than 10 acres must show “realistic” capacity. This 
may include: 

o Evidence of similar sites successfully developed. 
o Evidence that the site is adequate to accommodate lower income housing (20 

du/acre). 
 Sites selected in previous elements: 

o Non-vacant parcels – If a non-vacant parcel was used in the past two elements, 
there must be a “by-right” provision if the development proposes a 20% 
affordability component. 

o Vacant parcels – Vacant parcels used in the current element must also have the 
“by right” provision to be included in the new element. 

 No Net Loss (SB 166)  
o Requires the jurisdiction maintain adequate capacity to meet RHNA. 
o Will require a creation of surplus of units for site inventory. 
o This is because when housing is developed on a site, the housing may only build a 

fraction of the homes identified in the Housing Element. For example, a 
development includes 30 units where the Housing Element predicted 50. The 
surplus capacity ensures that those 20 unconstructed units are not “lost.” 

 Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) (AB 686) 
o While AFFH does not affect the sites themselves, it requires that the selected sites 

further fair housing practices (i.e. not all sites selected for affordable housing are 
grouped together or sited near undesirable land uses such as the highway). 

 Missing Middle Housing (AB 725) 
o Another new requirement mandates jurisdictions designate sites to meet at least 

25% of a jurisdiction's share of the regional housing need for moderate-income 
housing, and at least 25% of a jurisdiction's share of the regional housing need for 
above moderate-income housing. Missing middle housing considers both the form 
of the housing and cost of renting and/or owning the housing. The form reflects 
moderate density and scale, aimed at middle income households. For these sites, 
zoning that allows at least four units of housing, but not more than 100 units per 
acre of housing, is required. 

 
Other Significant Requirements 
 Affordable Housing: Streamlined Approval Process (SB 35) 

While this does not directly affect site selection, this requirement may affect the City 
planning process in housing production. This requirement establishes a streamlined, 
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ministerial review process for certain multifamily affordable housing projects that are 
proposed in local jurisdictions that have not met regional housing needs until 2026. 

o If the City does not approve a certain number of housing units, a developer can 
request a streamlined, ministerial planning process. 

 
 Streamlined Permitted and Relocation Requirements (SB 330) 

Known as the Housing Accountability Act, this sets a number of requirements for the 
production and redevelopment of property including expedited permit review, 
replacement of demolished units and relocation benefits for certain displaced residents. 
 
Some details of the requirements include: 

o Prohibits an affected city or county from enacting a development policy or 
standard that would reduce intensity of land use, impose design review standards 
that are not objective, limiting the amount of housing (imposing development 
moratoriums, limiting land use approvals or permits, capping housing units, or 
capping population).  

 
o Changes in land use intensity may occur if a reduction in intensity occurs 

concurrently with an equivalent increase in intensity. The bill also makes 
numerous changes to housing permitting. Preliminary applications for housing 
may be submitted and must contain specified information.  

 
o Local governments are prohibited from applying ordinances to a development 

after a preliminary application is submitted and cannot hold more than five 
hearings on approval of a housing project that complies with objective standards 
when the preliminary application is deemed complete. Any determination that a 
housing project is on an historic site would need to occur at the time of the 
preliminary application being deemed complete, and reduced timelines for 
approval after completion of an EIR.  

 
o If a housing development requires demolition of a residential property, the project 

may be approved if there is no net loss of affordable housing, the project increases 
housing density, existing residents may occupy their units up to six months before 
the start of construction, and the developer agrees to provide relocation benefits 
to occupants of affordable units. 
 

Site Selection Strategies 
As the Working Group begins its process of selecting sites for the Housing Element, staff has 
provided some strategies for each member to consider as part of the selection process.  By using 
this list, hopefully it will help you identify strategies which are of the greatest interest to you.  
 
This list of strategies represents an “all options on the table” approach. Some strategies may 
conflict with other local goals (such as building housing on open space), while others may more 
closely align with local values and goals (like housing near transit to reduce reliance on single 
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occupancy vehicles). The strategies listed are not an exhaustive list of strategies, but serve to 
start the conversation. The Working Group will identify more strategies and select the preferred 
strategies. You may prefer the strategies listed, a modification of what's listed, or something not 
currently on the list. 
 
Strategies that allow more housing on sites where housing is already allowed: 

1. Increasing heights and other standards (Floor Area Ratio)3 to allow taller buildings  
2. Allow greater density (more units/acre) 
3. Relaxing certain zoning standards (e.g., setbacks, FAR, etc.) 
4. Allowing greater density where only single-family is currently allowed (this could be 

duplex, triplex, quadplex or other level) 
 

Understanding Palo Alto, where would you want to put future housing? (To help you visualize 
these areas in the City, maps have been included as attachments). 

5. Near rail – continuation of pearls on a string (Attachment A) 
6. High capacity streets (Attachment B) 
7. Other transit corridors (Attachment C) 
8. Near Employment centers (Attachment D) 
9. Near Retail areas (Attachment D) 
10. Faith-based institutions 

 
Strategies that expand the inventory of sites where housing is not allowed: 

11. Allow housing on land currently zoned for public use (i.e. parking garages, parks) 
12. Allow housing on open space (i.e. baylands, Palo Alto hills) 
13. Allowing mixed-use residential anywhere office is currently allowed (Attachment D) 
14. Allowing mixed-use residential anywhere retail is currently allowed (Attachment D) 

 
At the meeting, staff will conduct an exercise that will ask the Working Group members to start 
ranking the site selection strategies with: most interested, interested, and not interested. This 
will continue through the next meeting. 
 
Staff will take the collective responses to help show which of the strategies the Working Group 
is most interested in pursuing.   
 
Next Steps 
The next Working Group meeting will be held on July 1, 2021. Topics to be discussed at the next 
Working Group meeting include: 
 Parameters around the site selection process  
 Overview of housing constraints and specific housing constraints in Palo Alto 

 
3  Floor Area Ratio (FAR) is the relationship between the total amount of usable floor area that a building has, or 

has been permitted to have, and the total area of the lot on which the building stands. For example, if a parcel is 
10,000 sq. ft. and the floor area ratio is 1:1, then the property is allowed to have a building up to 10,000 sq. ft. 
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Next Meeting Assignments 
The following assignments for the July 1, 2021 Working Group meeting include: 
 Review of the Housing Constraints section of the current Housing Element 
 Further review site selections strategies/brainstorm your own strategies 

 
 
 
Please send any questions or comments to heupdate@cityofpaloalto.org.  

mailto:heupdate@cityofpaloalto.org


Palo Alto Housing Element – Adopted 
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