
Hillside Development 
Frequently Asked Questions 
(FAQ)  
This page provides answers to common questions about developing property in 
Belmont’s sensitive hillside areas, including the San Juan Hills and Western Hills. 
 

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 

1. Can I build on any parcel in the San Juan or Western Hills areas? 
Not necessarily. Many parcels are steep, lack access, or have environmental 
constraints. Just because a parcel is for sale doesn't mean it’s buildable. All 
proposals are subject to the standards in the applicable Area Plan and City 
regulations. 

2. What documents regulate development in the hillside areas? 
Development is governed by: 
 
The San Juan Hills Area Plan or Western Hills Area Plan (depending on location) 

• San Juan Hills Area Plan 
• Western Hills Area Plan 

 
The City’s General Plan 

• 2035 General Plan 
 
The Belmont Zoning Ordinance (BZO) and related City Codes 

• Belmont Zoning Code 
• City Code | City of Belmont 

3. What are the biggest challenges to hillside development? 
- Steep slopes requiring extensive grading 
- Access limitations (e.g., narrow or unimproved roads) 
- Geological hazards, including landslide-prone areas 
- Environmental protections (e.g., vegetation, wildlife corridors) 
- Fire access and safety standards 
- Parcel legality under state subdivision laws 

https://www.belmont.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/18364/636917807670130000
https://www.belmont.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/16419/636619985929030000
https://www.belmont.gov/departments/community-development/2035-general-plan-update
https://www.belmont.gov/departments/community-development/planning-and-zoning/planning-and-zoning-documents/zoning-ordinance
https://www.belmont.gov/our-city/city-government/city-code
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4. How can I tell if a parcel is legal or eligible for development? 
You should: 
- Consult City Planning staff early in the process  

- Check applicable zoning and Area Plan policies 

- Review parcel history and deeds 

- Request a Certificate of Compliance review 

5. What is a Certificate of Compliance? 
A Certificate of Compliance is a legal determination that a parcel was lawfully 
created under the California Subdivision Map Act. It is a State requirement to verify 
whether a lot is eligible for development or sale as a legal parcel. 
- Some older parcels were never legally subdivided and may require a Conditional 
Certificate of Compliance, which can impose conditions (like access or 
infrastructure improvements) before development is allowed. 
- For details and how to apply, see our Certificate of Compliance Application and 
Checklist. 

6. Do I need to improve the roadway to develop my parcel? 
Possibly. The San Juan Hills and Western Hills Area Plans require that roads serving 
new development meet minimum width, paving, and access standards. This may 
include: 
- Widening or paving existing access roads 
- Installing drainage or retaining walls 
- Meeting fire department access requirements 
 
Refer to the appropriate Area Plan and Belmont City Code for specific roadway 
improvement requirements. 

7. What is the development review process for hillside properties? 
Most projects require: 
1. Pre-application consultation with Planning and Public Works 
2. Certificate of Compliance determination 
3. Environmental and technical studies (e.g., geotechnical report) 
4. Planning entitlements, such as a Conditional Use Permit or Design Review, and 
Roadway Improvement Plan 
5. Building permits 
6. Construction inspections 

https://www.belmont.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/24988/638878405360291687
https://www.belmont.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/24988/638878405360291687
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8. Are there restrictions on vegetation removal or grading? 
Yes. Hillside development must minimize environmental impacts. The City may 
require: 
- Tree protection or replacement 
- Limits on grading or vegetation removal 
- Erosion control and drainage plans 

9. What if I already bought a lot and now find out I can’t build on it? 
We understand this can be frustrating. The City encourages buyers to contact 
Planning staff before purchasing any hillside parcel. While some constraints can be 
overcome, others may make development infeasible or cost-prohibitive. 

10. Who can I contact for help? 
City of Belmont – Community Development Department 

        cdev@belmont.gov 

   (650) 595-7417 

      Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday – 8:30 –11:30 AM, or by appointment 

Other Helpful Resources: 
• Zoning Map Viewer 
• Planning and Zoning Documents 
• Permit Center FAQ 
• Fee Schedule 

mailto:cdev@belmont.gov
https://belmontca.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=9ffa8ad5f945405a9fc7f3f7a4fe61f1
https://www.belmont.gov/departments/community-development/planning-and-zoning/planning-and-zoning-documents
https://www.belmont.gov/departments/community-development/permit-center/faq-s#126_1226_852_131
https://www.belmont.gov/home/showdocument?id=23334&t=638567353919666543

