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SUBJECT:  2007-0764 - Zoning Code Amendments for Single-Family Home 
Development Standards 

 
REPORT IN BRIEF 
After a substantial study, the City Council directed changes to single-family 
home development standards and the Design Review process in Sunnyvale on 
August 19, 2008 (RTC 08-251). The study was in response to residents’ 
concerns that the existing development standards were not adequate to ensure 
compatibility of new and remodeled homes with their surrounding 
neighborhoods. 
 
Council made a series of policy changes, including counting vaulted ceilings 
toward floor area ratio, expanding Design Review applicability, lowering square 
footage threshold for Planning Commission review, increasing notification and 
creating proportional setbacks, among other changes (see Discussion section 
for a complete description of these amendments and Attachment E for the 
Minutes of August 19, 2008). 
 
Based on that direction, staff has developed a zoning ordinance to implement 
these changes (Attachment A). In the course of drafting the ordinance to 
implement proportional setbacks, concerns were raised regarding the ease of 
implementation and possible unintended consequences from this requirement, 
such as increasing setback nonconformity and overall reduction in side yard 
setbacks. To address these issues, staff is recommending a slightly revised 
standard implementing proportional setbacks for total side yard only 
(Attachment B). Attachment C is the proposed Single Family Design 
Techniques to address issues of height and bulk for single-story additions.   
 
BACKGROUND 
On August 19, 2008, the City Council selected changes to single-family home 
development standards and Design Review process in Sunnyvale (RTC 08-251).  
These changes were adopted in response to residents’ concerns that the 
existing development standards were not adequate to ensure compatibility of 
new and remodeled homes with the surrounding neighborhood. The key 
concerns expressed by residents were: 
 

 The large size and architectural styles of new and remodeled homes are 
incompatible with existing neighborhoods.   
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 The limitation of Design Review to projects modifying 20% or more of the 
area of the existing home is not sufficient to address some major home 
remodels that can substantially affect the character of the neighborhood. 

 Current public notification of adjacent residents for additions with a 
second-story component is not adequate to notify all affected neighbors. 

 Neighbors, not just applicants, should have the right to appeal a Design 
Review. 

 Too much regulation will discourage property reinvestment and 
improvement. 

 
EXISTING POLICY 
Land Use and Transportation Element 
Goal C1: Preserve and enhance an attractive community, with a positive image 
and sense of place that consists of distinctive neighborhoods, pockets of 
interest, and human-scale development. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The action proposed is to adopt ordinances related to the approved policy 
changes described below: 
 

1. Vaulted Ceilings Count Toward FAR. Interior ceiling heights exceeding 
15’ will be counted twice for the purpose of calculating floor area and 
floor area ratio (FAR).  This more accurately measures the proposed bulk 
of a home.  

2. Expand Design Review Applicability. Design Reviews may now be 
required for any project that results in a significant change (as defined by 
the director of community development) to the appearance of the 
exterior, even if less than 20% of the floor area is affected. 

3. Lower Square Footage Threshold for Planning Commission Review. 
Planning Commission review is now required for all projects resulting in 
3,600 sq. ft. gross floor area (including garage) or greater (reduced from 
the previous 4,050 sq. ft. threshold). 

4. Increase Notification Radius for Two-Story and Public Hearing 
Design Reviews. Expand notification radius from adjacent homes to a 
radius of 200 ft. as well as posting a large on-site notice board including 
streetscape elevation that is visible from a passing car.  

 
Policy changes 1 through 4 are reflected in the draft ordinance located in 
Attachment A. 
 
5. Additional Detail in the Single Family Home Design Techniques. 

Additional language regarding appropriate size and height of one-story 
homes, along with wall plate height, finished floor height and size of 
second stories, will be added to the Single Family Home Design 
Techniques. 
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Policy change 5 is an update of design guidelines. The wording for these design 
guidelines changes is located in Attachment C. The following are the policies 
supported by Council at the August 2008 meeting.  Staff is recommending 
modifications to these as discussed below.  
 

6. Proportional Side Yard Setbacks. Modify side yard setback 
requirements to a percentage of lot width: 7% for any one side and a total 
of 20% for the two sides combined.  (Staff recommendation:  Keep existing 
minimum side yard setback and implement 20% for the total side yard 
setback with a minimum of 10 ft. for R-0 and R-2 and 15 ft. for R-1.) 

7. Second Story Setbacks: Require the additional 3 ft. second story 
setback to be relative to the first story, not the property line.  This would 
require that all second stories be set-in a minimum of 3-5 ft. (Staff 
recommendation: Add this to the Single Family Design Techniques but do 
not put it in the Sunnyvale Municipal Code.) 

 
Proportional Setbacks 
The Council voted to implement proportional setbacks as a way to simplify the 
zoning code and accomplish the goal of narrower setbacks for narrow lots and 
greater setbacks for wider lots. These proportional setbacks would increase for 
wider lots and decrease for narrow lots.   
 
Minimum Side Yard Setback: Staff compared the proposed proportional setback 
standard to the current zoning requirements and evaluated the actual widths 
of lots zoned for single-family homes. For the required minimum side yard 
setback, the 7% standard results in larger setbacks for many R-0 properties 
and smaller setbacks for many R-1 properties, the opposite of the intended 
purposes.  To remedy this situation, staff recommends that the existing 
minimums of 4 ft. (R-0 and R-2 zoning districts) and 6 ft (R-1 zoning districts) 
be retained.  
 
Combined Total Side Yard Setback: Staff recommends that the 20% of lot width 
requirement be instituted.  Staff also suggests that the combined total not be 
less than 10 ft. in the R-0 and R-2 Zoning Districts and not less than 20 ft. in 
the R-1 Zoning District. For ease of implementation, staff recommends that the 
total side yard setback be rounded to the nearest whole number. Attachment D 
contains further analysis regarding the proportional setbacks. 
 
Non-conforming Properties: With the proposed changes to the combined total 
side yard setbacks, staff estimates that 30% of the properties in the City could 
have setbacks that are nonconforming with the new requirements. All new 
additions or homes built after the effective ordinance would be required to meet 
the new setback standards. Stricter setbacks could mean that an addition 
requires a greater setback than the existing house, creating a “jog” in the 
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building line. A Variance would need to be approved for any new addition that 
does not meet the revised setback standards. 
   
Additional Second Story Side Yard Setbacks  
Council also voted to implement additional second story setbacks, as measured 
from the first story (vs. the current requirement to measure from the property 
line). Under the current code, a property that has a first story setback three 
feet greater than the minimum (i.e. 7 feet in R-0 and 9 feet in R-1) could build 
a second story straight up. There are several predominately two-story 
neighborhoods in the City that have second stories built directly over the first 
story.  Staff is concerned that the new setback provision would be inflexible in 
addressing the variety of design and neighborhood character situations in the 
City.   
 
As an alternative, staff recommends that the Design Techniques be amended to 
include a technique for an additional second story side setback (measured from 
the first story) in predominately single-story neighborhoods. This language is 
included in Attachment C, Draft new wording for Single Family Home Design 
Techniques. 
 
Planning Commission Recommendation 
The Planning Commission considered this item at their meeting of October 12, 
2009 (see Attachment F, Planning Commission Minutes). Planning Commission 
concurred with staff recommendation and made two minor changes:  

1. Modify the language in Attachment C (Single Family Home Design 
Techniques) to clarify that the additional 3 foot setback (measured from 
the first story) is required for both side yards. 

2. Modify 19.98.040 (notification requirements for fences) to be consistent 
with the recommendations in the Streamlining Ordinance.  
 

FISCAL IMPACT 
The tables below identify the expected fiscal impacts of the actions taken by the 
Council in 2008, including one-time and recurring annual impacts. The actual 
fiscal impacts of each tool will vary based on the number of applications 
received in a given year; the tables provide an estimate based on the number of 
applications received in prior years. 
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Recurring Annual Costs 
2008 Council Approved tools for Single-Family home development standards 
and processes 

Summary 
Personnel 

Hours 
Personnel 
Expenses 

Materials 
Expenses 

Consultant 
Expenses Total 

2nd Floor Equivalent 225 $15,300  $450    $15,750  
Public Hearing Threshold 75 $5,100  $750    $5,850  
Setback       $0  
Elevation Data         $0  
Streetscape         $0  
Plan Location         $0  
Design Review 100 $6,800      $6,800  
Notification     $900    $900  
Notice Boards 60 $4,080      $4,080  
Appeal 150 $10,200  $300    $10,500  
SMC 19.80         $0  
Proportional setbacks*  300 $20,400  $0   $20,400  
Totals (annual)* 910  $61,880  $2,400  $0  $64,280  

* Staff recommends a modified version of this council action which will reduce 
the additional hours/costs by 50 hrs/$3,400 (resulting in a total of 860 
hours and total costs of $47,280). 
 

One-Time Costs 

Tool Summary 
Personnel 

Hours 
Personnel 
Expenses 

Materials 
Expenses 

Consultant 
Expenses Total 

Update SFHDT for 
Height/Design 20 $1,360    $1,500  $2,860  
Width         $0  
Wall Plates         $0  
Shed Roof         $0  
Windows         $0  
Totals (one-time) 20  $1,360   $1,500  $2,860 

 

These fiscal impacts were presented to the City Council with the original study 
(RTC #08-251) and staff was directed to prepare a budget modification to 
implement the selected policy changes.  

Economic circumstances have changed dramatically since August 2008, and 
there is concern about allocating additional monies from the General Fund for 
these services. Staff hours for Land Use Planning have already been reduced in 
FY 2009-2010 to reflect the approximately 15 percent reduction in permit 
applications from the previous year.  

Staff proposes to absorb the additional costs for these ordinance changes in the 
short term; however, when the number of development applications start to 
approach the budgeted numbers, staff will return to the Council with a budget 
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modification or alternative ways to fund the costs of these additional 
regulations. Staff is currently working on a fee study to determine costs of a 
variety of development services (e.g. Building, Planning and Engineering). 
Adjustments to fee levels will be considered when staff presents the results to 
Council later this year.  

PUBLIC CONTACT 
Public contact was made by posting the Council agenda on the City's official-
notice bulletin board outside City Hall, at the Sunnyvale Senior 
Center, Community Center and Department of Public Safety; and by making 
the agenda and report available at the Sunnyvale Public Library, the Office of 
the City Clerk and on the City's Web site. Neighborhood associations and 
several members of the public were also notified of the Council hearing on the 
proposed ordinances at their request.  
 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 
A Negative Declaration was previously prepared and adopted for these changes 
in compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act provisions and 
City guidelines. The Negative Declaration has been filed with the Santa Clara 
County Clerk-Recorder’s Office for review and comment. 

ALTERNATIVES 
1. Adopt Ordinance A as in Attachment A, which implements those portions 

of the Council’s 2008 action relating to policy changes 1-4; 
2. Adopt Ordinance B as in Attachment B, which implements an alternative 

form of proportional setbacks; 
3. Adopt the proposed modifications to the Single Family Home Design 

Techniques as described in Attachment C. 
4. Adopt one or more of the proposed ordinances with modifications; 
5. Do not adopt any of the proposed ordinances and direct staff as to where 

additional modifications are needed; 
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RECOMMENDATION 
Staff and Planning Commission recommend Alternatives 1, 2 and 3.  
 
Staff has made the Planning Commission-suggested modifications to the Single 
Family Design Techniques and the ordinance.  
 
 
Reviewed by: 
 
 
Hanson Hom, Director, Community Development Department 
Reviewed by: Trudi Ryan, Planning Officer 
Prepared by: Diana O’Dell, Senior Planner 
 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
Gary M. Luebbers 
City Manager 
 
 
Attachments 
A. Draft Ordinance A, which implements policy changes 1-4.  
B. Draft Ordinance B, which implements staff’s revised recommendation 

related to proportional setbacks 
C. Draft new wording for Single Family Home Design Techniques 
D. Information on lot widths 
E. Minutes of City Council meeting on August 19, 2008 
F. Minutes of Planning Commission meeting on October 12, 2009 
 
 














































