
SAN JOSE
DOWNTOWN
DESIGN GUIDELINES
AND STANDARDS



WHAT ARE THE URBAN DESIGN GUIDELINES?
WHY UPDATE THEM?
WHO ARE THEY FOR?



What are the Urban 
Design Guidelines?

A set of design principles that: 
• Reinforce existing policies, 

goals, and values 
• Promote design excellence 

and compatibility
• Improve the process for 

everyone by creating a 
common language

• Address how a building 
impacts and supports the 
character of the existing 
Downtown fabric

• Reflect contemporary best 
practices



Phasing Strategy
• Downtown (including Diridon

Station Area) 
• Began April 2018
• Led by City Design team
• Consultant: Skidmore, Owings 

& Merrill (SOM)
• Knight Foundation and City 

funding

• Historic District Guidelines
• To be developed following 

historic survey work; 
• Led by Historic Preservation 

Officer with input from City 
Design team



Why update them?

Priorities
• Council Priority #20
• Knight Foundation and City 

funding
• General Plan Requirement

Goals
• Consistency and 

predictability for applicants
• Responsiveness to current 

and anticipated building 
types

• Better outcomes – higher 
quality architecture and 
improved public realm to 
support General Plan’s vibrant 
neighborhoods and 
community design sections



Who are they for?

• Developers/Project 
Applicants

• Designers/Architects 
• City Staff
• Residents
• Neighborhood and Business 

Groups
• Decision Makers: Planning 

Commission, City Council, 
Historic Landmark 
Commission, etc.



HOW DOES IT IMPLEMENT THE GENERAL PLAN?
WHAT IS THE OUTREACH PROCESS?

WHAT IS THE SCOPE OF THE  PROJECT?



Scope of the Project

What guidelines do
• Replace 2004 Downtown 

Design Guidelines and 
supplement 2014 
Diridon Station Area 
Plan Design Guidelines

What guidelines don’t do
• No changes to zoning, land 

use, density, growth, height, 
parking requirements, transit 
or transportation 
improvements

• No changes to Downtown 
Historic Design Guidelines

• Does not include streetscape 
improvements or public parks

• Does not say yes or no to 
development projects

• Does not regulate affordable 
housing requirements



General Plan Goals and 
Policies, Downtown

• Goal
• CD-6 Promote and achieve 

the Downtown’s full potential 
as a regional destination and 
diverse cultural, recreational, 
civic, and employment center 
through distinctive and high-
quality design.

• Policies
• CD-6.10 Maintain Downtown 

design guidelines and policies 
adopted by the City to guide 
development.

• CD-6.5 Promote iconic 
architecture and encourage 
and incorporate innovative, 
varied, and dynamic design 
features. 

• CD-6.6 Promote development 
that contributes to a dramatic 
urban skyline. 



Community Engagement

• Workshop 1: Listening 
Session, April 19, 2018 

• Focus Groups: May 2018-Jan 
2019; developers, architects, 
SPUR Urban Catalyst Team, 
SJDA, VTA, SJSU, PACSJ
Planning Commission Study 
Sessions: Nov 7, Dec 12, 2018

• Historic Landmark 
Commission Study Sessions:
Jan 16 and Feb 6, 2019

• Workshop 2:  Draft 
Guidelines, December 5, 2018 

• Public Hearings: Planning 
Commission and City Council, 
Feb-April 2019

• Website: City Design Team:
http://www.sanjoseca.gov/index
.aspx?NID=6064



WHAT IS THE PROJECT BOUNDARY?
WHAT ARE THE VALUES AND GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

AND WHERE DO THEY COME FROM?
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Where do values/guiding 
principles come from?

Previous Studies
• Downtown Design Guidelines, 

2004
• Diridon Station Area 

Plan (design guideline section), 
2014

• Downtown Strategy (design 
guideline section), 2000

• Guadalupe River Park and 
Gardens Urban Design 
Guidelines, 2003

• South First Area Strategic 
Development Plan, 2002

• San José Downtown 
Streetscape Master Plan, 2003

• Cracking the Code, by SPUR
• Downtown Transit Mall 

Agreement between City of 
San José and VTA
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What we heard from stakeholders
• Create a variety of public 

spaces
• Become more vibrant and 

people-centric
• Focus on the ground floor
• Promote a more inclusive city
• Preserve historic 

buildings/districts
• Become more walkable/
• bikeable with better access
• Support innovation/creativity
• Promote high quality 

architecture
• Be sustainable
• Promote environmental health
• Mix uses and activities
• Focus on the local identity
• Emphasize on cultural diversity 

and public art
• Create a more dramatic skyline

Where do values/guiding 
principles come from?
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HOW TO USE THE GUIDELINES?
WHAT IS THE DOCUMENT STRUCTURE?
WHAT IS THE GUIDELINES STRUCTURE?
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Contact Information
Leila Hakimizadeh, AICP, 
Supervising Planner/Project Manager
Planning Division, City of San José
Email: leila.hakimizadeh@sanjoseca.gov
Phone: 408-535-7818

mailto:leila.hakimizadeh@sanjoseca.gov
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