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SECTION 13 - DESIGN REVIEW 

Editor’s note: current through Ordinance 2020-1148 

13.1 PURPOSE.  

(a) The regulations in Section 13 establish site plan and architectural design review 
processes for multi-family (three or more units), commercial and mixed uses that 
ensure development is attractively designed, potential aesthetic impacts are mitigated, 
and property owners have predictable design approval standards for development that 
are consistent with the location’s planning framework. The multi-family and 
commercial design review processes in this Section do not apply to single family and 
duplex residential dwellings and their accessory structures which are governed by the 
process in Section 13A. 

(b) The Design Review entitlement is focused on form and appearance. It is not a Use 
Permit which focuses on the compatibility of land uses.  

13.2 DESIGN REVIEW REQUIREMENT  

13.2.1 SCOPE 

(a) Design Review approval under Section 13 (“Design Review”) is required for all new 
structures and exterior alteration of structures not governed by Section 13A and Section 
24.  

(b) “Exterior alteration” includes replacing elements such as windows or doors and 
repainting or refinishing with design, elements, materials or colors different than 
previously approved. 

13.2.2 REQUEST FOR DESIGN REVIEW  

(a) Mandatory Pre-Application Meeting. A Design Review applicant must complete a pre-
application meeting with planning staff before submitting an application for projects 
requiring Zoning Administrator, Planning Commission, or City Council approval.  

(b) Application. To initiate Design Review, an applicant must submit an application in 
compliance with Section 10.4. 

13.3 LANDSCAPE STANDARDS. The landscape standards under Section 13.3 apply to 
projects subject to Design Review unless the standards governing the particular use or 
district provide otherwise.  

13.3.1 PROJECT REQUIREMENTS  

(a) Landscape design features must occupy at least 10% of the gross site area unless the 
district regulations specify otherwise. 

(b) Required landscape design features must consist of one or more of the following: 

(1) Plantings of live plant materials.  

(2) Large-scale sculptures, fountains and similar urban art related to building design.  



City of Belmont Zoning Ordinance 
13-2 

(3) Specially designed plazas, courtyards, sitting areas or walkways.  

(c) For new or substantially altered landscape plans, preferred tree and plant species 
identified in the City’s preferred tree species list and the Green Infrastructure Plan, as 
applicable, must comprise at least 75% of the overall planting materials, except as 
required to meet water efficiency and vegetation management requirements. For the 
purposes of this subsection, “substantial alteration” means altering more than 50% of 
the site’s total landscape area. 

(d) Landscape plans must be consistent with the Water Efficiency in Landscape Ordinance 
(WELO), adopted by the City’s water provider, Mid-Peninsula Water District 
(MPWD), as applicable. 

(e) Unless specifically exempted by the Fire Marshal, properties within high or very high 
fire hazard severity zones must include vegetation management plans (VMP), as part of 
the landscape plan submittals. 

(f) All landscaped areas including, but not limited to, lawns, shrub areas, ground cover 
areas, tree wells and raised or on grade planters must be equipped with a complete 
underground irrigation system. 

(1) The system must be operated by an automatic time clock when the number of 
sprinkler control valves is five or more. 

(2) When the landscaped areas are small or of such design as to warrant, in the 
judgment of the Community Development Director, the irrigation of all or some 
planting areas may be accomplished by quick coupler valves or hose bibs. 

(g) All new surface parking lots must include landscaping and screening consistent with 
Sections 8A2.3(j) and 8A2.3(l), respectively. 

13.3.2 LANDSCAPE PLANS.  

(a) All landscape plans must be prepared by a landscape architect licensed by the State of 
California except for total landscaped areas of not more than 500 square feet. 

(b) Landscape plans must show the existing and proposed features and information 
described below.  

(1) Existing Features 

(A) The location of existing trees, their common and botanical name, size, 
condition, disposition. 

(B) Other natural features proposed to be retained on the site. 

(2) Proposed Features. 

(A) The location and design of proposed landscaped areas and the varieties of plant 
materials to be planted therein and all other landscape features.  

(B) A complete description of materials, designs and colors for proposed features 
other than live plant materials.   
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(C) A planting pallet or table that lists the number of a particular type of plant, 
whether the plant is California native or locally acclimated, and the level of 
drought tolerance. 

13.3.3 CONSTRUCTION PLANS. Adequate and appropriate irrigation construction plans, and 
specifications must be submitted as part of the building permit application unless the 
project is found by the Community Development Director to be small in scope and can be 
adequately described in written form. 

13.3.4 MAINTENANCE. The applicant and property owner are responsible for maintenance of 
approved landscapes as follows. 

(a) All new plantings of live plant material must be sufficient and properly irrigated.  

(b) Diseased or dead plant materials must be replaced where the installation of such plant 
material was provided for in the application.  

(c) All existing landscape design features to remain, and new proposed landscape features 
must be maintained in a viable and operable condition.  

(d) Trees to be retained must be protected against injury during construction. Tree 
protection methods as outlined in " the City of Belmont Standard Tree Protection 
Measures," or as recommended by the project arborist and approved by the Community 
Development Director must be followed.   

13.4 REVIEW PROCEDURE 

13.4.1 Reviewing Authority. The Design Review entitlement reviewing authority for projects 
within the scope of Section 13.2 is specified in Table 13.4. 

Table 13.4 - Design Review (DR) Authority Thresholds. 

Project Characteristics Reviewing 
Authority  

• Replacement, relocation, and addition of windows, doors, awnings, 
and other minor modifications not adding floor area. 

• Repainting of building exteriors, and modifications to previously 
approved exterior colors. 

• Modifications to landscaping and exterior lighting plans. 
• New Rooftop equipment and screens visible from off-site. 
•  Modifications to existing parking lots (reconfiguration or 

expansion), not associated with expansion of the primary 
commercial, multi-family or mixed-use building on site.  

• Approval of signs under Section 23.11.3 in conjunction with 
replacement, relocation, or addition of windows, doors, awnings, 
and minor modification projects not adding floor area, which do not 
constitute a substantial exterior remodel. 

Community 
Development 
Department 

(CDD)  
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Project Characteristics Reviewing 
Authority  

• Additions to principal commercial, multi-family residential and 
mixed-use buildings.    

• New or modified detached accessory structures on a developed 
property.   

• Modifications to existing parking lots (reconfiguration or 
expansion) associated with ZA level entitlement.   

• Modifications to circulation and parking and loading facilities for 
pedestrians, bicycles and motor vehicles on a previously approved 
development.  

 
• Modifications or amendments to a Tree Removal Permit (TRP) on 

a previously approved development; provided however, that the 
findings for approval of the TRP are made in the affirmative.    

 
• DR with other ZA level entitlements 

Zoning 
Administrator 

(ZA) 

• New principal and accessory buildings. 
• Modifications to existing parking lots (reconfiguration or 

expansion) associated with a PC level entitlement.  

• Approval of signs under Section 23.11.3 to be located on new 
buildings, building additions, or buildings undergoing substantial 
exterior remodels.  

• DR with other PC level entitlements  

Planning 
Commission 

(PC) 

 

13.4.2 ZONING ADMINISTRATOR PROCEDURE.  

(a) Project Notice. The Zoning Administrator gives notice of intent to take action in the 
manner described in Section 10.1.3. The notice includes a general description of the 
project and its location in text or diagram, the proposed environmental determination 
and action, and a statement that the Zoning Administrator will take action on the 
project based on the written record unless an in-person meeting is requested in writing 
within 10 days of the project notice date by a property owner within 300 feet of the 
project site.  

(b) Meetings. If requested, the Zoning Administrator gives notice of in-person meetings in 
the same manner as project notice. 

(c) Project Determination. The Zoning Administrator makes a Design Review entitlement 
determination after the project notice period expires, or if a meeting is requested, after 
the meeting.  

(d) Referral. At any point before making a determination, the Zoning Administrator may 
refer a Design Review entitlement with a recommendation for determination to the 
Planning Commission. 
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13.4.3 PLANNING COMMISSION PROCEDURE. The Zoning Administrator gives notice that 
the Planning Commission will consider the Design Review entitlement at a meeting. The 
notice is given in the manner described in Section 10.1.3 and contains the information 
described in Section 10.1.5(a) for the project and meeting. 

13.4.4 APPEALS.  

(a) Design Review entitlement decisions are government by Section 10.11 except as 
follows. 

(b) For CDD determinations, the applicant may appeal a Design Review determination to 
the Planning Commission. A decision on review by the Planning Commission is final 
unless appealed by the applicant. 

(c) For ZA determinations, the applicant and a property owner within 300 feet of the 
project site may appeal the determination to the Planning Commission. The Planning 
Commission may either affirm the underlying determination or forward the appeal to 
the City Council with a recommendation to approve, approve with conditions, or deny 
the project. 

(d) The City Council finds that ordinarily Design Review determinations at the CDD level 
shown in Table 13.4 do not have the potential to substantially or significantly adversely 
affect the property rights of other property owners, and that Design Review 
determinations at the ZA level shown in Table 13.4 do not have the potential to 
substantially or significantly adversely affect the property rights of other property 
owners beyond neighboring property owners. The City Manager, in consultation with 
the City Attorney, may expand the scope of notice and opportunity to appeal from 
CDD or ZA level determinations if necessary due to facts peculiar to the proposed 
project to provide due process. 

13.5 STANDARDS FOR APPROVAL 

13.5.1  HOUSING DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS. 

(a) The reviewing body must approve or conditionally approve Design Review for a 
project that is defined as a “Housing Development Project” by the Housing 
Accountability Act (Government Code Section 65589.5(h)(2)) unless it makes one of 
the following findings supported by a preponderance of the evidence in the record: 

(1) The project does not comply with all applicable objective general plan, zoning, 
subdivision and development standards including objective design review 
standards. 

(2) The project would result in a specific adverse impact to public health and safety 
that cannot be feasibly mitigated without denying the project or reducing its 
density. 

(b) As used in subsection (a), a “specific, adverse impact” is defined by Government Code 
Section 65589.5(j) and means a significant, quantifiable, direct, and unavoidable 
impact, based on objective, identified written public health or safety standards, policies, 
or conditions as they existed on the date the application was deemed complete. 
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13.5.2  OTHER DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS. The reviewing body may approve or conditionally 
approve Design Review for a project that is not defined as a “Housing Development 
Project” by the Housing Accountability Act (Government Code Section 65589.5(h)(2)) if it 
makes the following findings: 

(a) City staff and consultants have provided technical review and conditions of approval 
are included, as applicable, regarding project-related traffic, parking, grading, drainage, 
storm-water runoff, sanitary sewer impacts, vehicular and pedestrian access, site 
circulation, site stability, structural encroachments, and construction impacts.  

(b) The project is consistent with the landscape standards under Sections 13.3.1 as 
applicable. 

(c) The project is consistent with the development standards in the underlying zoning 
district. 

(d) The project is consistent with the objective design standards in Section 13.6 as 
applicable. 

13.6 OBJECTIVE DESIGN STANDARDS. The objective design standards under Section 13.6 
apply to new or substantially modified buildings within the scope of Section 13.2 unless the 
regulations for the particular use or district provide otherwise. For the purposes of this 
Section, a substantial modification means an addition of, or an alteration to, more than 50% 
of exterior building walls of the existing building.     

 13.6.1 GENERAL DESIGN STANDARDS 

(a) Building Design.  

(1) Buildings shall carry the same design theme on all elevations. For the purposes of 
this design standard, a theme includes primary (non-accent) materials and colors. 
Except in cases when the entire building is remodeled, building renovations and 
additions shall be consistent with the original structure in form, style, materials, 
and colors. 

(2) Affordable units and market rate units in the same development shall be 
constructed of the same or similar exterior materials and details such that the units 
are not distinguishable.  

(3) Buildings of three stories or greater must provide a ground floor elevation that is 
distinctive from the upper stories by providing a material change between the first 
floor and upper floors along at least 75% of the building façade with frontage upon 
a street, adjacent public park or public open space. 

(4) Buildings of two stories or greater must include one or more articulating features 
(offsets, recesses, or projections) above the ground floor of the building for at least 
50% of the primary frontage and corner street side frontage, and if a multifamily 
building in an R district also on elevations visible from the public right-of-way, 
public park or public open space. The distance between features shall be no greater 
than 25 feet. When used, the minimum length and depth of these features shall be 
as follows: 
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(A) Projection, offset, or recess of the building wall must be at least one foot in 
depth, and five feet in width.    

(B) Projection of bow, greenhouse or garden windows must be at least eight  inches 
in depth at the farthest point from the exterior walls of the building, and five 
feet in width.  

(C) Projection of bay windows must be at least 10 inches in depth measured at the 
farthest point, and five  feet in width. 

(D) Projection of dormers must be at least two  feet in depth measured at the 
farthest point from the exterior walls or roof surface of the building, and four 
feet in width.  

(E) Balconies and decks must be at least four feet in depth, and five feet in width. 

(F) Projected or recessed covered porch areas must be at least four  feet in depth 
and width.  

(5) Blank walls on the ground floor (facades without doors, or windows) shall be no 
greater than 25 feet in length along sidewalks, pedestrian walks, or publicly 
accessible outdoor space areas.  Such blank wall areas shall include landscape 
screening (trees, shrubs, or green wall) for the entire length of the wall area at a 
minimum of 50% of the height of the wall.  An exception to this standard may be 
granted by the reviewing authority when an alternative means is proposed that 
would articulate 50% or more of the affected building wall, or when a public art 
project or mural is approved, which separately or together extend along  the entire 
length of the affected building wall.   

(6) On multifamily buildings in R districts, window wall openings for garage 
ventilation shall include screens that obscure the view of vehicles parked within the 
garage, as seen from public vantage points. 

(7) Trim surrounds of no less than one inch in depth shall be provided at all exterior 
window and door openings. In lieu of exterior door and window trim, windows and 
doors may be recessed from wall plane by a minimum of two inches.  

(8) Belly bands, timbering and stone/brick base must be at least two inches in depth.  

(9) A minimum of 5/8-inch thickness is required for panel siding. Battens are required 
to be incorporated into the design for a board and batten appearance. 

(10) Rooflines shall be vertically articulated at least every 50 feet along the street 
frontage, through the use of architectural elements such as parapets, varying 
cornices, reveals, clerestory windows, and varying roof height or form. 

(b) Roof-Top Equipment. All roof-top equipment shall be screened from visibility from the 
surrounding public vantage points (right-of-way, public trails, open space and parks).  
The point of view for determining visibility shall be 5 feet above grade at the ground 
floor level of the building, as seen with normal vision.  If the roof structure does not 
provide this screening, an equipment screen shall be included in the building design. 
Said screen shall incorporate the same architectural design, colors, and materials as the 
building it occupies.  
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(c) Ground Equipment Screening. All exterior trash, recycling, and storage utility boxes, 
wood service poles, and electric and gas meters shall be screened from visibility from 
the surrounding public vantage points (right-of-way, public trails, open space and 
parks).  Said screening shall incorporate the same architectural design, colors, and 
materials as the building, perimeter fencing, or landscaping.  

(d) Refuse Containers. Refuse containers must be designed in accordance with the 
following standards:   

(1) When individual garbage cans are used, they must either fit in the garage or into a 
special enclosure.  

(2) When dumpsters are to be used, designers shall coordinate with the refuse pickup 
provider to determine the size and number of dumpsters required.  

(3) All dumpster enclosures shall be a minimum of six feet tall, and shall allow 
adequate size to accommodate the needed dumpsters and recycling containers.  

(4) Dumpster enclosures shall be located so that no dwelling is closer than 20 feet 
(including those on abutting properties), or more than 100 feet from a residential 
unit. No minimum distance from dwellings is required if dumpsters are located 
within a fully enclosed room. 

(e) Lighting Design. Lighting must be designed to provide the minimum lighting levels 
required for safety, without undue glare off-site.  All exterior lighting shall include 
fully cut-off fixtures in accordance with Section 2.72.1. Surface parking lot lighting 
shall be consistent with Section 8A2.3(m). Flood light, up-lighting, flashing, pulsating 
or similar dynamic lighting shall not be used.  An exception to allow for up-lighting 
may be approved by the decision maker when a mural or public art project is approved 
that utilizes uses up-lighting.   

(f) Color of Exterior Materials. Exterior building facades, roofing materials, fences, walls, 
and other structures visible from public vantage points shall be muted or earth-tone 
colors.  Extreme colors and unpainted or untreated metallic surfaces shall not be used 
when visible from public vantage points.  For the purposes of this section, extreme 
color shall be defined as unmuted primary colors, neon colors, and metallic colors.  An 
exception to this standard may be approved by the reviewing authority when a mural or 
other public art project is approved. 

13.6.2 ADDITIONAL DESIGN STANDARDS. The standards in Section 13.6.2 apply to multi-
story, mixed-use and commercial buildings except in R and HRO districts. 

(a) The primary facade, which includes the upper floors, the ground floor entrance to the 
upper floors (lobby, etc.) and the supporting structural components of the upper floors 
which are present on the ground floor, shall carry the same design theme on all 
locations that are visible from public vantage points.  For the purposes of this design 
standard, a theme includes materials and colors, and the design and relative location of 
architectural features such as windows, doors, signage, awnings, balconies, belly bands, 
trim elements, and ornamentation. Except in cases when the entire building is 
remodeled, building renovations and additions, either on the building as a whole or by 
individual tenants, shall not remove existing significant architectural features from the 
primary building façade. 
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(b) The secondary facade, which includes tenant designed storefronts and associated 
outdoor spaces may have diverse styles that will not necessarily match the architecture 
of the primary façade; however, individual tenant façade designs shall not span 
vertically beyond the ground floor height of the building, and  there shall be elements 
of the secondary frontage that unify its design as provided below.  Similar unifying 
elements shall be incorporated in single story, multiple storefront buildings.    

(1) Awnings and Marquees.  When used, awnings and marquees on a multiple 
storefront building need not be identical in design, but shall be located within the 
building elements framing storefront openings, and shall be of the same height 
above the adjacent sidewalk.  The rigid framework for awnings, and marquees shall 
be no lower than eight  feet above the sidewalk under it. 

(2) Base Panel.  On a multiple storefront building, a base panel shall be provided 
across the entire width of the storefront bay and between the vertical elements 
framing the bay for all of the storefronts within the building. The base panels shall 
be 30" or lower, measured above the sidewalk 

(3) Signage Band.  When used, a horizontal band or frieze that could be used as a 
signage band shall be incorporated at the top of all of the storefronts within a 
multiple storefront building. 

 


