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SUBJECT:   2010-7125 Centralized Trash Enclosure Requirements for 
Attached Housing (Study Issue) 
 
REPORT IN BRIEF 
Sunnyvale provides solid waste collection service for trash and recyclables from 
single-family and multi-family residences. Additionally, yard waste is collected 
from single-family homes. Most medium-density developments including 
townhomes (attached/semi-attached/detached) and apartment style units have 
centralized trash enclosures per Code requirements. In recent years, developers 
have requested deviations from Code requirements to allow individual cart 
storage for townhome units. Townhome developments with individual cart 
service create a number of challenges. In the absence of side yards, residents 
store individual carts in their garages which are not required to be any larger 
than those of single-family homes. In addition to storage of materials, other 
issues exist such as higher cost for service, efficiency, safety, noise, on-site 
circulation and serviceability of narrow private streets and driveways 
associated with providing this type of service.   
 
This study reviews the appropriateness of allowing individual cart service in 
multi-family developments and to establish standards, if necessary, that would 
provide direction for developers, architects and City staff to achieve functional 
and good-quality residential environments in these developments (refer to 
Study issue paper in Attachment A). Staff recommends introduction of an 
ordinance (Attachment J) to revise the code to allow options for designing trash 
storage and collection facilities in townhome developments.  On September 13, 
2010, the Planning Commission voted 6-1 to recommend the staff 
recommendation to Council. 
 
BACKGROUND 
In 1975, the Sunnyvale Zoning Code was amended to require trash enclosures 
for all uses other than single-family homes and duplexes. The Zoning Code 
section evolved over time to specify design criteria and require that the 
standards apply to all residential uses with four or more units and non-
residential areas. In 1991, the Code was amended to include recycling 
enclosures, consistent with State law. Currently, Title 19 of the Sunnyvale 
Municipal Code requires recycling and solid waste container enclosures for all 
residential developments with four or more units and non-residential uses. 
This ordinance was enacted to ensure attractive site design and general 
maintenance, as well as efficiency for collection activities.  
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EXISTING POLICY 
Community Design Element 

Policy C.3: Ensure site design creates places that are well-organized, 
efficient and safe. 

  
Action Statement C.2.c: Continue to require that sites be designed so that 
the building locations, parking, driveways, exterior mechanical 
equipment, auxiliary structures, and services access areas are attractive 
and compatible with adjoining properties and the public right-of-way. 
 

Solid Waste Management Sub-Element 
Goal F: Maintain sound financial strategies and practices that will enable 
the City to provide comprehensive solid waste management services to 
the community while keeping refuse rates at or below countywide 
averages for cities using cost of service pricing. 

Policy F.1. Establish refuse collection and disposal rates in a manner 
that equitably allocates program costs among rate payers and promotes 
rate stability. 

GOAL A: Ensure that all municipal solid waste generated within the city 
is collected and transported in a manner that protects public health and 
safety. 

Policy A.1. Provide convenient, competitively priced solid waste collection 
services. 

Action Statements A.1a. Establish, enforce, and periodically update 
collection service standards. 

 
Sunnyvale Municipal Code 

Section 19.38.030. Recycling and solid waste enclosures (refer to 
Attachment D) 

 
City Wide Design Guidelines 
 Trash Enclosure Guidelines: E1 through E11 (refer to Attachment D) 
 
DISCUSSION 
The study focuses on centralized trash enclosure requirements for multi-family 
residential developments with four or more units. Multi-family residential 
developments (with four or more units) include townhomes (attached or semi-
attached) and apartment style units. The current code requires any medium-
density development with four or more units to provide centralized trash 
enclosure facilities. In the past five years, most new medium density residential 
developments have been of a townhome style design and included two-car 
garages.   
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Recent townhome developments in Sunnyvale reflect a trend towards larger 
units, higher densities and two-car garages. However, the small size of infill 
lots and desire to maximize density by developers pose challenges related to 
providing common use areas, such as shared parking, open space, and 
centralized trash enclosures. There has been an increase in requests from 
developers for Variances from centralized trash enclosure requirements in 
developments with four or more townhome units.  
 
Usually, individual cart service is not a feasible option in apartment-style 
developments (ownership or rental) due to the absence of private garages with 
streets leading up to each garage space or private ground floor open space. 
Townhomes typically have garages and front doors at street level. Therefore, 
this study explores options for designing trash storage and collection facilities 
for townhome developments only. 
 
Current solid waste/recycling regulations 
Section 19.38.030 of Sunnyvale Zoning Code lists requirements related to the 
provision of trash enclosure facilities for single family/multi-family residential, 
commercial and industrial developments. Single-family and multi-family 
developments with three or fewer units are required to store their individual 
recycling and solid waste containers so that they are not visible from the public 
right-of-way. In these developments containers are allowed to remain in public 
view only for purposes of collection. 

 
Multi-family developments with four or more units, on the other hand, are 
required to provide adequate centralized trash enclosure facilities. Some 
general requirements that apply to these types of developments are listed 
below: 

 
 All residential uses with four or more units shall provide adequate 

enclosures for the storage of recycling and solid waste containers.  
 The Director of Community Development may approve an application, 

require modifications, or may impose additional requirements to 
ensure the safe and efficient collection of solid waste and recyclable 
materials.  

 The Solid Waste Program Manager shall advise the Director of 
Community Development on the size, location, number and placement 
of bins, containers and enclosures required for a use.  

 In a complex where driveways do not extend from street to street, a 
turnaround area for the collection vehicle shall be provided.  

 Recycling and solid waste enclosures shall be located within 150 feet 
from any unit unless otherwise approved by director of community 
development.  
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 Recycling and solid waste enclosures shall be constructed of wood or 
masonry compatible with the main structure. 

 
Furthermore, Section 8.16.030 of the Sunnyvale Municipal Code (Solid Waste 
Container Requirements) states that containers must be maintained in a 
sanitary condition and lids must be kept closed at all times. 

 
Key terms and definitions 
Attachment C provides a list of key technical terms, including definitions, used 
frequently in this report. The terms municipal solid waste, garbage, and trash 
are used interchangeably in this document. 
 
Overview of collection operation 
Significant operational differences exist between how trash is stored and 
collected from developments that have centralized enclosures and those with 
individual cart service. These differences mainly pertain to the type of truck 
used to provide each type of service. 
 
Centralized trash enclosures are serviced by ‘front load’ trucks. Front-load 
trucks are trash collection vehicles that access the centralized bin at the front 
of the vehicle. The forks in front of the truck pick up the bin, which is then 
lifted off the ground to dump the garbage into the top of the truck. Typical 
truck dimensions, minimum travel width and service clearance requirements 
for a front load truck are provided in Attachment C of this report. 
 
Individual carts, on the other hand, are serviced by ‘side load’ trucks; these 
trucks are equipped with a fully-automated arm on the right side of the truck 
which grabs the cart and dumps the garbage into the side/top of the truck. 
Since this type of truck can only service carts from the right side, these trucks 
need to make two “passes” on a street that has residential units on both sides. 
Typical truck dimensions, minimum travel width and clearance requirements 
for automated arm operation for a side load truck are provided in Attachment C 
of this report. A side load truck is slightly longer than a front load truck and 
needs more room to operate due to the automatic arm on its side.  
 
Key issues associated with centralized and individual trash 
storage/collection facilities 
In comparing centralized facilities to individual cart service in multi-family 
developments the following key issues were identified: 

 Safety hazards and Space constraints      
 Storage issues 
 Operational issues 
 Aesthetic impacts 
 Noise issues 



Centralized Trash Enclosure Requirements for Attached Housing 
October 19, 2010 

Page 5 of 12 
 

 Maintenance issues 
 Cost impacts 

 
Staff conducted several site visits to townhome developments in Sunnyvale on 
‘collection day’ to observe operational challenges resulting from the design and 
layout of these developments. Staff chose developments with three types of 
collection methods: centralized enclosures, individual cart service in front of 
each unit, and individual cart service with pick-up from centralized locations. 
The townhome developments staff visited included a newly built 67-unit 
development on Morse/Toyama, a 47-unit development on Evelyn Terrace and 
Traditions, a 170-unit development at Porpoise Bay and La Rochelle off of 
Tasman Drive. Attachment E lists some key observations made by staff during 
these site visits. Some of these issues are specific to the type of trash 
storage/collection mechanism and some result from poor site design or layout 
of the development regardless of collection mechanism.  
 
Safety Hazard and Space Constraints: Dead-end driveways are frequently part 
of multi-unit townhome complexes. If the streets and driveways are narrow, 
these driveways could create a significant safety hazard when collection 
vehicles back up repeatedly. Consequently, those residing in blind driveways 
often need to move carts from their units to an accessible main access drive 
that extends from street-to-street. Staff has received complaints about 
haphazard storage of carts at collection points with carts blocking driveways 
and pedestrian walkways. 
 
Private roads are often narrower than public streets, and when refuse carts are 
lined up on both sides of the private street the available travel width is reduced 
further (carts measure approximately 2.5 ft. X 2.5 ft.) leaving garbage trucks 
with sub-standard travel and operating clearance. Furthermore, the automated 
arm of a side load truck used for individual cart pick-up must extend a 
minimum of 6 feet from the side of the vehicle to service the carts and private 
streets are often times not wide enough to allow for this type of service.  
 
Staff noted that some developments with centralized trash enclosures also have 
dead end driveways that result in trucks backing up a significant distance 
before making a turn. 

 
Storage issues: Storing individual carts (two or three 2.5 ft. X 2.5 ft. carts) in 
the garage of each townhome would require additional space dedicated to waste 
storage. Two-car garages are a minimum of 400 sq. ft. in size. Currently 
townhome garages approved for individual cart service are often not designed 
with this additional storage space in mind. 
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On the other hand, some developments with centralized trash enclosures face 
trash overflow issues due to the inadequate size/number of bins or poor 
disposal practices of residents. 

 
Operational Issues: The side load trucks that service individual carts are 
designed to collect containers from the right side of the truck only, on one side 
of a neighborhood street at a time. These types of trucks (automated) were 
purchased to service routes on public streets with single family homes. Staff 
observed that the configuration of streets within townhome developments 
prevents these vehicles from operating as designed, necessitating not only 
unsafe backing on narrow private streets but also time-consuming 
maneuvering. Due to a lack of “set-out space” for carts the driver has to exit 
the trucks and manually roll the carts into position to enable the automatic 
arm to lift each cart, which adds time and cost to the service. Additionally, 
most private streets remain impassible while each unit is being serviced. The 
width of the truck together with carts set out on both sides typically takes up a 
significant portion of the travel aisle. 

 
In addition, older townhomes which were designed with individual cart service 
in mind prior to current city standards are the source of chronic complaints 
due to:  
 

 Inadequate space for set-out of multiple containers at each unit  
 Inadequate space for storage, making it more difficult for residents to 

recycle 
 Complaints of carts left out in public view 
 Damage to automobiles due to backing into carts left in front of 

garages, in driveways, etc. 
 Poor accountability for hazardous waste found in carts because carts 

are mixed up among units. 
 
Staff observation suggests that front load trucks that pick up trash from 
centralized enclosures provide faster and more efficient service. However, even 
these trucks have trouble navigating tight turns within some developments due 
to structures located inside the turning radius of the truck (such as bay 
windows/upper-story balconies). The site photos included in Attachment E 
demonstrate some of these challenges as observed by staff during site visits.  
 
Aesthetic issues: In developments with individual cart service, each unit 
typically sets out two to three individual carts each week and in multi-unit 
settings they tend to get scattered and may remain in public view for several 
days, creating an unpleasant aesthetic impact. Alternatively, some 
developments have poorly maintained centralized trash enclosure facilities.  
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These aesthetic issues are usually due to poor site design and/or insufficient 
site management and enforcement practices of the homeowners association. 
 
Noise issues: Because individual cart service requires at least one stop at each 
unit each week, this service keeps collection trucks on site longer than 
centralized collection. Cart service, therefore, results in more noise from truck 
engines, brakes, back-up alarms and mechanical and hydraulic systems that 
does centralized service. 
 
Maintenance issues: The wear-and-tear resulting from several large trucks 
passing over paved areas, multiple stops/starts per unit in developments with 
individual cart service, may result in higher maintenance costs for the 
homeowner's association in the form of street repair/replacement.  
 
Cost Impacts: Because the collection system is less efficient, the cost for 
individual cart service is approximately twice that of centralized garbage 
service. One reason the City requires centralized enclosures for townhome 
developments is to minimize charges to residents. The City strives to manage 
garbage service efficiently to minimize the number of new service stops and the 
cost per ton collected. Inefficient planning may trigger ongoing overtime labor 
costs for collection drivers, require the purchase of additional trucks (at 
approx. $310,000 each), and increase insurance rates, maintenance costs and 
liability issues. All of these additional costs are passed on to the ratepayers.  
 
Options for trash collection 
Many residents of townhome developments prefer individual cart service due to 
the convenience of storage and door-to door collection. From an operational 
and cost of service standpoint, individual cart service poses a set of challenges. 
Staff’s research suggests that individual cart service could be provided in 
townhome developments if specific standards are established to ensure that 
operational, safety and aesthetic standards are addressed through appropriate 
site and unit design. 

 
Listed below are three options for the storage and collection of trash in 
townhome developments. These options should only be made available to 
townhome developments (with four or more units) since only townhome units 
have separate garage areas and front doors at street level.  
 
Option A: Bins in centralized enclosures (current requirement) 
Option A provides detailed specifications for designing centralized trash 
enclosures in townhome developments with four or more units. These detailed 
specifications would provide additional clarity and direction to developers, 
architects and City staff and aid in the design and review of functional, safe 
and aesthetically pleasing centralized enclosure areas.  
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Attachment I includes a detailed list of requirements (in tabular format) 
developed by staff for the ‘bins in centralized enclosures’ option in townhome 
style developments.  

 
Effects of Option A on future developments: The standards identified in Option A 
would result in: 

 No change in travel width and turning radius for ‘collection streets’  
 No change in existing vertical and horizontal clearance requirements 

at enclosures; 
 No change in size of private garages; and 
 Truck turnout areas at the end of each dead-end collection street. 

 
These requirements would not result in significant changes to what is currently 
required by Code and therefore, staff does not anticipate any substantial 
change in the layout or design of future developments resulting from these 
standards. 
 
Option B: Individual cart service at individual units 
Individual cart service for multi-family townhomes can be improved if 
additional features are incorporated into the project design such as increased 
turning radius, travel lane width, horizontal and vertical clearance, additional 
storage space in the garage and shelter areas for approaching vehicles, among 
other requirements. Attachment H provides minimum clearance requirements 
for a side load truck on a private street with carts lined on either side, 
minimum street widths and turning radius details. 

 
Attachment I provides a detailed list of requirements (in tabular format) 
developed by staff for the ‘individual cart service’ option in townhome 
developments.  

 
Effects of Option B on future developments: The standards outlined in Option B 
would trigger certain site design and layout requirements for townhome 
developments that choose to utilize this option. These standards would result 
in: 

 Larger turning radii at street corners to allow the side load truck to 
maneuver without obstructions; 

 Provision of appropriate areas for cart set-out on collection day; 
 Minimum vertical and horizontal clearance along all streets to allow 

unobstructed operations; 
 Additional space inside private garages for cart storage (if no yard 

space is available); and 
 Truck turnout areas at the end of each dead-end private street. 
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The overall result would be a safer and more functional layout in townhome 
developments that would minimize the challenges identified in this report. 
However, the option could result in a reduction in the total number of units 
that could be built on a given site, added maintenance costs for private streets, 
and additional operational costs to the service provider and consequently the 
ratepayer. 
 
Option C: Centralized collection points for individual carts 
This option’ would allow townhome units to have individual carts that would be 
stored in individual garages (or yards, if available) during the week but placed 
at central collection points for pick-up on ‘collection day’. This option would 
require larger garages in each unit for cart storage but would reduce the need 
for all private streets to be designed to allow truck access. Two options have 
been identified for storage of individual carts at centralized collection points: 

 Carts placed in small masonry enclosures designed to match other 
buildings on the site; or 

 Carts staged neatly along the side of the collection street at 
designated locations.  

Attachment I includes a detailed list of requirements (in tabular format) 
developed by staff for the option that allows for ‘centralized collection of 
individual carts’ in townhome developments.  

 
Effects of Option C on future developments: The specific standards identified for 
this option would result in (refer to Attachment I): 

 Additional space requirements for enclosures or cart staging at 
collection points; 

 Adequate travel width and turning radius for ‘collection streets’ i.e. 
streets leading to and from central collection points; 

 Adequate vertical and horizontal clearance at collection points on 
‘collection streets’; 

  Additional space inside private garages for cart storage (if no yard 
space is available); and 

 Truck turnout areas at the end of each dead-end ‘collection street’. 
 

The advantage of Option C over Option B (individual cart service) is that the 
additional requirements would only apply to specific streets where collection 
points are located (i.e. collection streets). The requirements for larger garages 
would remain the same and additional space would be required for cart 
staging/enclosures at centralized collection points. Construction/maintenance 
costs may increase and the number and/or size of units within a development 
may be reduced due to additional space required for common areas, although 
the impacts would not be as significant as in Option B. 
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FISCAL IMPACT 
The additional options to allow individual cart service with door-to-door pick-
up and individual carts with centralized pick-up, if approved by Council, could 
result in additional operational costs to the service provider which would 
eventually be passed on to the development’s residents. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 
A Negative Declaration has been prepared in compliance with the California 
Environmental Quality Act provisions and City Guidelines. An initial study has 
determined that the proposed project would not create any significant 
environmental impacts (see Attachment B). 
 
PUBLIC CONTACT 
Public outreach meeting: On August 5, 2010 staff held a public outreach 
meeting for the study. Since the outcome of the study would impact future 
development projects, meeting notices were sent only to residential developers 
and neighborhood associations in Sunnyvale. The meeting was attended by an 
individual representing an engineering design firm who works with numerous 
developers on project design. Staff and the representative discussed possible 
impacts of increased requirements on infill sites. Attachment G provides a 
summary of the feedback received at the outreach meeting. 
 
Staff received no comments from residents regarding the study. 
 
Planning Commission Study session: On August 23, 2010, staff provided an 
overview of the study issue and a summary of staff’s research and findings to 
the Planning Commission. Members of the Planning Commission stated that 
centralized trash storage and collection facilities would be more appropriate for 
multi-family residential developments but recognized that additional options 
would provide more flexibility in the design of these developments.  
 
Public hearings: Public contact was made through posting of the Planning 
Commission and City Council agendas on the City’s official-notice bulletin 
board, on the City’s Web site, and the agenda and report were made available 
in the Office of the City Clerk. Additionally, a legal ad was placed in Sunnyvale 
Sun, the local newspaper. A second legal ad for the City Council hearing was 
advertised in the Sunnyvale Sun and mailed to neighborhood associations and 
local developers as a result of a change in the Council hearing date for the 
study. 
 
Planning Commission hearing: The study was reviewed by Planning Commission 
at a public hearing held on September 13, 2010. Commissioners stated that 
the additional options for trash storage and collection facilities and new design 
guidelines would facilitate improved design of future townhome developments. 
Planning Commission recommended approval of Alternative 1 with a majority 
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vote of 6-1. Minutes of the Planning Commission hearing held on September 
13, 2010 are included as Attachment K of this report.  
 
ALTERNATIVES 

1. Adopt options A, B and C for design of trash and recycling management 
in townhome developments: 
 Adopt the Negative Declaration (Attachment B). 
 Introduce an ordinance amending Section 19.38.030 (Attachment J) 
 Adopt design guidelines for trash storage/collection facilities  

(Attachment I). 
2. Adopt modified options A, B and C for design of trash and recycling 

management in townhome developments: 
 Adopt the Negative Declaration (Attachment B). 
 Introduce an ordinance amending Section 19.38.030  (Attachment J) 
 Adopt design guidelines (modified Attachment I). 

3. Take no action. 
 

RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends Alternative 1. The availability of trash collection options for 
townhome developments would provide developers an opportunity to propose 
the optimal option for a given site instead of having to apply for a Variance 
from code requirements each time an alternative option may be more feasible 
or desirable. The current code with its standard requirements for centralized 
trash enclosures does not allow for flexibility and alternative design schemes to 
respond to site-specific needs (small lot sizes, odd lot configurations or 
consumer preferences). The options would provide for flexibility and also add 
greater clarity and refinement to the current standards. However, there would 
be additional costs and potentially density limitations imposed by the added 
requirements under options B and C. The staff recommendation will not 
change the requirements for centralized trash enclosure facilities for apartment 
style developments because of the limitations imposed by the design and layout 
of the dwellings (multi-level, common covered/uncovered parking areas, 
separate storage areas). 
 
 



Centralized Trash Enclosure Requirements for Attached Housing 
October 19, 2010 

Page 12 of 12 
 

Reviewed by: 
 
 
 
Hanson Hom, Director, Community Development Division 
Reviewed by: Trudi Ryan, Planning Officer 
Prepared by: Surachita Bose, Associate Planner 
 
Reviewed by: 
 
 
 
Marvin Rose, Director, Public Works Division 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
 
Gary M. Luebbers, City Manager 
 
 
Attachments 
A. Study Issue Paper approved by Council 
B. Initial Study and Negative Declaration  
C. Glossary of key terms (and definitions) in the study report 
D. Current ordinance (Section 19.38.030) and City wide design guidelines on 

trash enclosures 
E. Site photos showing operational and design challenges associated with trash 

collection (centralized and individual cart service) 
F. Summary of observations made by staff during site visits 
G. Comments received at the outreach meeting held on August 5, 2010 
H. Minimum clearance requirements for a side-load truck on a private street 

(Option A) 
I. Proposed options for design of trash enclosure facilities in multi-family 

townhome style developments (Options A, B and C) 
J. Draft ordinance 
K. Minutes of the Planning Commission hearing held on September 13, 2010 
 


































































































