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SUBJECT: 

 
Preliminary assessment of the local historic significance of 
Onizuka Air Force Station. 
 

Motion: Recommendation to the Local Redevelopment Authority (City 
Council) options for historic preservation of Onizuka Air 
Force Station in the Base Reuse Plan. 

 
REPORT IN BRIEF 
 
The City of Sunnyvale has been named as the Local Redevelopment Authority 
(LRA) for planning the redevelopment of Onizuka Air Force Station (AFS). The 
LRA is the lead agency for the creation of the Reuse Plan, which will serve as a 
guide for Onizuka AFS’s closure, transfer, and reuse. The Heritage Preservation 
Commission’s role is to make a recommendation to the LRA on the potential 
local historic significance of the station. It is not the Heritage Preservation 
Commission’s role to determine future reuse or redevelopment of the base.  
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Onizuka AFS is located at 1080 Innovation Way, Sunnyvale, CA 94089; located 
off of Mathilda Avenue just north of State Route 237 and U.S. 101. Onizuka is 
reported by the Air Force Real Property Agency as being 20 acres of land and 
three acres of easement.  
 
The base has been slated for closure by the Department of Defense, with its 
military mission transferring to Vandenberg Air Force Base in Lompoc (Santa 
Barbara County). According to Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) statutes, 
September 15, 2011 is the date by which Onizuka AFS closure and realignment 
must be completed. Onizuka AFS property is still currently owned and 
operated by the Department of Defense. 
  
On April 6, 2006 the Department of Defense (DOD), through the Office of 
Economic Adjustment, formally recognized the City of Sunnyvale as the LRA for 
planning the redevelopment of Onizuka AFS. While serving as the LRA, 
Sunnyvale City Council will fulfill a number of important responsibilities, 
including the following: 
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• Serve as the single community point of contact for all matters relating to 
the closure of the base; 

• Serve as the single entity responsible for preparing the Onizuka AFS 
Reuse Plan;  

• Serve as the primary agency for all grant/aid applications related to 
transition, reuse and redevelopment;  

• Serve as support for the regulatory agency responsible for environmental 
remediation and other environmental assessments; 

• Facilitate community input and involvement in decision making related 
to reuse and economic development at Onizuka AFS through 
establishment of a Citizen’s Advisory Committee representing diverse 
stakeholders within the City and the region;  

• Evaluate homeless needs in the City of Sunnyvale and balance those 
needs with other community development objectives during the reuse 
planning process;  

• Negotiate the final plan for disposition of Onizuka AFS with the U.S. Air 
Force. 

 
The LRA was formed in April 2006 and its first action item was to review and 
take a position on an expression of interest in part of the Onizuka property. 
Under the BRAC process, other National agencies are given an opportunity to 
express an interest in reusing government sites, before the property is declared 
surplus property to be disposed of with the assistance of the LRA. The U.S. 
Department of Veteran’s Affairs (VA) has notified the DOD that it has an 
interest in using part of the Onizuka site; and on May 15, 2006, the DOD 
granted the VA’s request (see map in Attachment B). Although the LRA has the 
right to comment on the VA’s proposal, it has no ability to prevent the transfer 
of a portion of the Onizuka AFS property to the VA. 
 
The LRA’s second step was to establish the Citizen’s Advisory Committee (CAC). 
The CAC is comprised of members of the public who represent various 
interested parties and stakeholders, in order to provide the broadest possible 
scope of comments. Public meetings have been and will continue to be held so 
members of the community have an opportunity to offer their suggestions as to 
how the site should be redeveloped. 
 
Reuse Plan: The Reuse Plan is the primary planning document that will 
establish the community's vision for the conversion of the base from military to 
civilian use. The Reuse Plan will be prepared by the Sunnyvale City Council, 
serving as the LRA. By fall 2008, the LRA will have received all input from the 
CAC and will have developed a Reuse Plan which will be submitted to the DOD. 
The DOD will then have one year – until fall 2009 – to issue a formal record of 
decision which will describe how the base will be transferred. See Attachment A 
for additional BRAC facts. 
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As part of this Reuse Plan process, Onizuka is analyzed by the CAC for a 
number of issues, while the Heritage Preservation Commission’s (HPC) 
recommendation will be focused on the potential historic significance of the 
property. The HPC is functioning as the historic focus group for purposes of 
making a recommendation to the LRA on local historic significance, or lack 
there of, and possible preservation of the base. The CAC function is to make 
recommendation to the LRA on land use issues. The LRA may consider the 
HPC’s and CAC’s recommendations when reviewing options for the Reuse Plan 
but is not required to incorporate them. 
 
The Reuse Plan will serve as an important consideration for the Air Force’s 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) which will include the Department of 
Defense Record of Decision (ROD) describing how Onizuka AFS will be 
transferred. Preparation of the Reuse Plan directly impacts the disposition of 
the property which is the primary objective of the BRAC.  
 
Base History: The complete history of base activities and events is not 
available at this time since most of the missions based at Onizuka are still 
classified by the Air Force. The following is a brief summary of the activities 
and events that have been declassified or are generally known to have occurred 
at the base. For a more detailed timeline, see Attachment C. 
 

Key Dates 
1960-1972:  Discovery and Corona mission operations. 
1960-1970: Exclusive satellite control center for all military satellites, 

international communications, space operations, space 
shuttle, and NASA communications. 

1977:  Air Force Satellite Control Facility (former name of Onizuka) 
command functions officially transferred to Sunnyvale AFS 
from Space Divisions in Los Angeles. 

1986:  Air Force Satellite Control Facility renamed to Onizuka AFS 
in subsequent years after Space Shuttle Challenger 
explosion (in honor of Lt. Ellison S. Onizuka); 

1995:  BRAC directs realignment; most but not all missions 
transferred to Falcon Air Force Base in Colorado. 

2005:   Onizuka Air Force Station is scheduled for closure by DOD 
Order (closure final by 2011); ending 36 years of space and 
satellite support. Duties to be transferred to Vandenberg Air 
Force Base in Santa Barbara County. 

 
Declassified Significant Events 
• The Onizuka team supported the first orbital flight of Space Shuttle 

(1981), and every Shuttle Mission to date (1980-2004 - Prime Mission 
Examples: Magellan, Galileo, Ulysses, Hubble Space Telescope, Mars 
Pathfinder). 
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• Satellite Control Facility duties included responsibility for all 
communications/control of space satellites. Onizuka was also 
responsible for network management for getting the information back 
from the satellite to processing centers in the U.S. 

• Onizuka AFS was the primary military communications facility; no 
other comparable backup facility existed for 30 years. 

• Corona program captured some of the first photographs providing 
irrefutable evidence that the Soviet Union had placed nuclear missiles 
in Cuba (Cuban Missile Crisis – 1962). 

• Satellite photos (“Keyhole” spy satellite) used as evidence which led to 
U.S. thwarting rumored attack by Libya on the Sudan (1983). 

 
Known Key Event: Corona Program 

• First photoreconnaissance satellite 
• First photos of the earth from space 
• First mapping of earth from space 
• First stereo-optical data from space 
• First recovery of a man-made object from space 
• First mid-air recovery of a vehicle returning from space 
• Quantum advancements in photo-imaging from space 

 
EXISTING POLICY 
 

The Heritage Preservation Sub-Element 
Goal 6.3B: To enhance, preserve, and protect Sunnyvale’s heritage, 
including natural features, the built environment, and significant 
artifacts. 
 
Policy 6.3B.5: Seek out, catalog, and evaluate heritage resources which 
may be significant. 
 
Action Statement 6.3B.5C: Identify trees, sites, and artifacts which should 
be considered for cultural resource (heritage resource) status. 

 
DISCUSSION 
 
Site Context: The site contains approximately 27 buildings, totaling 
approximately 570,000 square feet of floor area. The largest of these buildings, 
anecdotally referred to as the “blue cube” due to its color and shape, is visible 
from US 101 and Highway 237. The site also contains several large antennas 
(satellite dishes), which are prominent features of the site. The site activities 
correlate to the station’s mission of supporting military space projects. These 
activities are discussed further in this report.  
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Heritage Preservation Commission’s Role: The HPC’s role in the BRAC 
process is to make a recommendation to the LRA regarding the local historic 
significance of the base. The HPC’s recommendation at this time is not a formal 
determination of local significance of Onizuka AFS, but a recommendation 
only. The HPC can include in the recommendation some direction to the LRA 
on future commemorative elements at the site such as public outdoor 
memorial, interpretive feature, plaque, etc., intended to acknowledge any 
historic significance of Onizuka’s past activities. This would be suggested 
direction only since the HPC’s role is to review existing conditions, not future 
redevelopment. The HPC can also include a recommendation to the LRA 
concerning State or National significance. The LRA will review the HPC’s 
recommendation and make the final recommendation to the DOD on the local 
historic significance of Onizuka as part of the Reuse Plan.  
 
Criteria for Evaluation of Local Historic Significance: While making a 
recommendation on the potential historic significance of Onizuka AFS, the 
City’s criteria for reviewing and determining historic significance should be 
used. The City’s Municipal Code, Title 19 (Zoning Ordinance) provides the 
criteria for nomination of a City Heritage Resource or Local Landmark and 
states the following: 
 

Sunnyvale Municipal Code Section 19.96.050 
“Any improvement, building, portion of buildings, structures, signs, 
features, sites, scenic areas, views, vistas, places, areas, landscapes, 
trees, or other natural objects or objects of scientific, aesthetic, 
educational, political, social, cultural, architectural, or historical 
significance can be designated a heritage resource by the city council 
and any area within the city may be designated a heritage resource 
district by the city council pursuant to provisions of this chapter if it 
meets the Criteria of the National Register of Historic Places, or one or 
more of the following:  
 
(a)  It exemplifies or reflects special elements of the city's cultural, 

social, economic, political, aesthetic engineering, architectural, or 
natural history;  

(b)  It is identified with persons or events significant in local, State, or 
National history;  

(c) It embodies distinctive characteristics of a style, type, period, or 
method of construction, or is a valuable example of the use of 
indigenous materials or craftsmanship;  

(d)  It is representative of the work of a notable builder, designer, or 
architect;  

(e) It contributes to the significance of an historic area, being a 
geographically definable area possessing a concentration of historic 
or scenic properties or thematically related grouping of properties 
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which contribute to each other and are unified aesthetically or by 
plan or physical development;  

(f)  It has a unique location or singular physical characteristic or is a 
view or vista representing an established and familiar visual feature 
of a neighborhood, community, or the city of Sunnyvale;  

(g)  It embodies elements of architectural design, detail, materials, or 
craftsmanship that represents a significant structural or 
architectural achievement or innovation;  

(h)  It is similar to other distinctive properties, sites, areas, or objects 
based on a historic, cultural, or architectural motif;  

(i)  It reflects significant geographical patterns, including those 
associated with different eras of settlement and growth, particular 
transportation modes, or distinctive examples of park or community 
planning;  

(j)  It is one of the few remaining examples in the city, region, State, or 
Nation possessing distinguishing characteristics of an architectural 
or historic type or specimen;  

(k)  With respect to a local landmark, it is significant in that the 
resource materially benefits the historical character of a 
neighborhood or area, or the resource in its location represents an 
established and familiar visual feature of the community or city;  

(l)  With respect to a local landmark district, a collective high integrity 
of the district is essential to the sustained value of the separate 
individual resources;  

(m) With respect to a designated landmark and designated landmark 
district, the heritage resource shall meet Criteria of the National 
Register of Historical Places, which are incorporated by reference 
into this chapter. (Ord. 2623-99 § 1 (part): prior zoning code § 
19.80.060).” 

 
Criteria for Evaluation of National and State Significance: The National 
Register's standards for evaluating the significance of properties were 
developed to recognize the accomplishments of all peoples who have made a 
significant contribution to our country's history and heritage. The criteria are 
designed to guide state and local governments, National agencies, and others in 
evaluating potential entries in the National Register. The criteria include the 
significance in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and 
culture that is present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects that 
possess integrity of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, 
and association. The State uses the same criteria listed below. 
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National Register's Eligibility Recommendations: These criteria are 
taken from National Register Bulletin 15, How to Apply the National 
Register Criteria for Evaluation. 

A. That are associated with events that have made a significant 
contribution to the broad patterns of our history; or  

B. That are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; 
or  

C.  That embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or 
method of construction, or that represent the work of a master, or 
that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant and 
distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual 
distinction (i.e. a structure or its designers may be notable); or  

D. That have yielded or may be likely to yield, information important in 
prehistory or history.  

G. A property achieving significance within the past 50 years if it is of 
exceptional importance.  

 
Historical Architectural Evaluation Reports: The HPC, while analyzing 
Onizuka under the City’s criteria for determining local historic significance, 
may rely on two separate historic evaluation reports. These reports were 
prepared by qualified consultants and contain recommendations on National, 
State, and local significance. 
 
In 2007, the HPC received a City staff ‘Information Only’ report providing 
background information on Onizuka AFS and the BRAC process. At that time, 
City staff understood that no building inventories, historic studies, or other 
architectural historic analysis about Onizuka existed. Based on that 
information, the LRA requested funding from the Office of Economic 
Adjustment (DOD) to complete an architectural historic analysis of the base. In 
2007 this request was approved and the City retained a consulting firm (Bay 
Area Economics – BAE) who completed a report in 2008.  
 
During this time, the Air Force released a previously completed Historic 
Building Inventory and Evaluation report completed by KAYA Associated in 
2004. This report was used by BAE in 2008 as part of their analysis and 
recommendation.  
 
1. 2004 KAYA Associates Report: The Air Force commissioned KAYA 
Associates to complete a Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation for 
Onizuka in 2004. The report provides a complete inventory of all buildings, 
structures, and landscaping at the site. It also evaluates the buildings and 
structures for potential inclusion in the National and State Registers. The 
report does not evaluate the buildings and structures for possible listing on 
Sunnyvale’s list of Heritage Resources. 
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The report concludes that 24 of the 30 buildings are not eligible for National or 
State listing at this time, based on age, use, and architecture. The remaining 
six building, including the “blue cube” building 1003, were recommended as 
not eligible for National or State listing at this time since they are less than 50 
years old. However, the report does recommend these six buildings be 
reevaluated for listing when they are 50 years old (2019). It is important to note 
this report was completed without the understanding that the base will be 
closing prior to 2019 and that certain buildings could potentially be 
demolished prior to the 50 year qualification.  
 
The report also concludes these six buildings could be eligible for the National 
Register without meeting the 50 year qualification if they were found to meet 
the exceptional importance requirements. The exceptional importance 
requirements are included in both the National and State registers for potential 
historic building or sites which are less than 50 years old but are historically 
significant. The buildings could meet this requirement if information about 
activities that occurred there were found to be of National importance. 
 
The KAYA report states that there is “very limited information available” at this 
time since the Air Force has not declassified information about missions and 
other activities that occurred at Onizuka. Therefore, critical information, 
necessary for accurately determining National and State eligibility, is not 
available at this time. If certain mission information was declassified, these six 
buildings could potentially meet the exceptional importance requirements of 
the National register criteria without the 50 year qualification. 
 
2. 2008 BAE Report: This report was produced for BAE by Frederic Knapp 
and evaluates the base’s buildings and structures for potential inclusion in the 
National, State, and local (Sunnyvale) Registers. Based on the 50 year 
qualification, the report reaches a similar conclusion as the KAYA report and 
states that Onizuka buildings are not eligible for National and State listing at 
this time. The BAE report exceeds the KAYA report when it states that if certain 
activities were conclusively linked to the site, these six building would likely 
meet the exceptional importance requirements of the National register criteria 
without the 50 year qualification. Specifically the BAE report concludes the 
Corona Project, amongst other classified projects, was nationally significant 
and, if directly tied to the “blue cube” building 1003, it would make the “blue 
cube” eligible for the National Register. The report states: 
 

“Determining whether or not Building 1003 was the mission control for the 
Corona Project is essential to determining its significance and eligibility to 
the California State Register. The Corona Project is a significant piece of 
Cold War history. Despite the fact that the Cold War events are quite 
recent, they are monumental in the scheme of American history. In light of 
this, the general rule with regard to fifty years needing to pass to 
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determine significance would not apply if it were determined that the Blue 
Cube was part of the Corona Project.” (page 4) 

 
The BAE report also evaluated the base’s buildings and structures for potential 
inclusion in Sunnyvale’s Register of Heritage Resources. Using the City’s 
criteria for determining historic significance, the report concludes that Onizuka 
is eligible for listing as a Sunnyvale Heritage Landmark. The report states: 

 
“Onizuka Air Force Station meets five of the criteria of Ordinance 2558-97, 
in that it: 
 Criterion A: “reflects special elements of the city’s … history”  
 Criterion B: “is identified with … events significant in local, state or 

national history”  
 Criterion E: “contributes to the significance of an historic area (as a) 

thematically related grouping of properties”  
 Criterion F: “has a unique view or vista representing an established 

and familiar visual feature of the city of Sunnyvale”                                    
 Criterion L: constitutes a district; “A collective high integrity of the 

district is essential to the sustained value of the separate 
individual resources.” 

 
Staff Analysis: In addition to the two consultant’s reports, staff consulted a 
number of primary and secondary sources of information relating to the history 
of Onizuka AFS to gain a better insight on the history of the base. These 
sources include: Air Force and NASA official history documents, books from 
past personnel of Onizuka, internet research, interviews with Air Force 
personnel, and two physical tours of the base. After a review of this 
information, staff believes that Onizuka AFS has local historic significance and 
may have National and State significance as well as subject to further 
evaluation and release of declassified information. Staff has applied the City’s 
criteria for Heritage Resource and Local Landmark evaluation and believes the 
past activities at Onizuka could qualify the base as historically significant 
under a number of SMC criteria. Staff concurs with the findings of the BAE 
report which is summarized below: 
 

Criterion A states that a resource can be considered if “It exemplifies or 
reflects special elements of the city’s cultural, social, economic, political, 
aesthetic engineering, architectural, or natural history.”   
Sunnyvale is closely associated with both the technology industry as 
well as the defense industry. Though a top secret facility at the peak of 
its operation, Onizuka AFS is an important factor in the history of 
Sunnyvale. Even without the declassification of the military history, the 
Onizuka site would be considered eligible for the local register under 
this criterion. 
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Criterion B states that the resource is considered eligible if “It is identified 
with persons or events significant in local, state or national history.”   
Onizuka was the hub for several declassified reconnaissance missions, 
including Corona, Lanyard and Argon. There were also a number of 
other missions operated from Onizuka that are not known at this time 
since the information has not yet been declassified. Onizuka also was 
the base from which programs such as “the first mapping of Earth from 
space, the first midair recovery of a vehicle returning from space and the 
first views of denied areas from space” were launched. The location of 
the base in Sunnyvale is an important part of the development of 
military defense and high-tech sector in Silicon Valley. The cooperation 
between the military and Lockheed ensured that Sunnyvale would be at 
the forefront of national satellite defense technologies, and that the city 
featured one of the “world’s most modern communication hubs.”  
 
Criterion E states that a resource is eligible if “it contributes to the 
significance of an historic area, being a geographically definable area 
possessing a concentration of historic or scenic properties or thematically 
related grouping of properties which contribute to each other and are 
unified aesthetically or by plan or physical development.”  
The base is a military landscape, visually and physically separated from 
the civilian landscape which surrounds it. The buildings which make up 
Onizuka are related to each other not only by specific use and design, 
but by original plan.  
 
Criterion F states that a resource is eligible as an historic resource if “(i)t 
has a unique location or singular physical characteristic or is a view or 
vista representing an established and familiar visual feature of a 
neighborhood, community, or the city of Sunnyvale.” 
Today Onizuka is a recognizable part of the northern Sunnyvale 
viewscape. The “blue cube” and accompanying satellite dishes are visible 
from Mathilda Avenue as one travels north, and are also a striking 
presence at the off ramp from Highway 237.   
 
Criterion L addresses the establishment of an historic district “with 
respect to a local landmark district, a collective high integrity of the 
district is essential to the sustained value of the separate individual 
resources.”   
The Sunnyvale criteria state that a “scientific” or “political” potential 
resource can be designated a heritage resource. This threshold is 
considerably lower and broader than the National Register or California 
Register Criteria, which contain key filters based on importance and age 
not included in the Sunnyvale criteria. Onizuka is significant under the 
local ordinance as a mid-century scientific site associated with 
important geo-political developments of the Cold War. Spying From 
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Space describes how Onizuka became the command center for satellite 
tracking programs to make “satellite control and command an 
exclusively military operation.” The site retains integrity through the 
relatively unchanged individual features. 

 
Staff also applied the criteria for National Register of Historic Places and 
believes Onizuka could be eligible for listing under criteria A (associated with 
events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history) and G (a property achieving significance within the past 50 years if it is 
of exceptional importance). When information about past missions and 
activities at the site are declassified it can be formally resolved whether or not 
the base is eligible for listing on the National and State Registers.  
 
Antennas and Other Artifacts: There are three large antenna dishes at the 
site that could be also considered significant visual landmarks in Sunnyvale. 
Preservation of at least one of these antennas could be desirable for three 
reasons: 1) they are visually significant and identifiable features of the base, 2) 
they are directly associated with the potentially significant events that occurred 
at the base, and 3) they are significant artifacts. Staff believes the antennas 
could qualify as locally significant under a number of the SMC criteria, 
including criteria (k) as familiar visual features of the community. 
Unfortunately, preservation of the dishes may not be feasible at this time. A 
representative of the Air Force stated that the antennas are still in full 
operation and will either be moved to Vandenberg AFB by 2011 or may be sold 
to a private party, along with other equipment on the base, prior to the base 
closure.  
 
Other significant artifacts associated with the base (computers, machines, etc.) 
have already been removed or will be removed from the site prior to base 
closure.  
 
Prehistory and Significant Persons: During the course of staff’s research it 
was found that Vice President Hubert Humphrey was the only person of 
national standing to have visited the site. The purpose of the visit is not fully 
known at this time, but it is believed to have been of a ceremonial nature only 
and not in a command capacity.  
 
Although the Ohlone Indians were known to have settled areas throughout the 
Silicon Valley, there is no direct evidence at this time indicating they had a 
significant presence at the current site of the base. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
There is no fiscal impact related to the Reuse Plan at this time. 
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PUBLIC CONTACT 
Public contact was made by posting the HPC agenda on the City's official notice 
bulletin board outside City Hall, in the Council Chambers lobby, in the Office 
of the City Clerk, at the Library, Senior Center, Community Center and 
Department of Public Safety; posting the agenda and report on the City's Web 
site; and making the report available at the Library and the Office of the City 
Clerk. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 
The HPC’s recommendation to the LRA is not considered a project under the 
California Environmental Quality Act. At the time the Air Force completes the 
Reuse Plan, a formal Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will be completed 
that will make a final determination on the historic significance of the base. 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
Recommend to the LRA, based on the adopted City criteria and known key 
events, that: 

 
1. The LRA acknowledges that the Onizuka AFS site is eligible for potential 

designation as a local Heritage Resource under the Sunnyvale Municipal 
Code. The LRA’s Reuse Plan to the DOD should include a 
recommendation to further evaluate the historic significance of the 
buildings and site and possible preservation of a building or other 
appropriate measure to commemorate the site’s heritage significance. 

 
2. The LRA finds that the Onizuka AFS is not eligible for potential 

designation as a local Heritage Resource. No preservation measures are 
recommended as part of the LRA’s Reuse Plan recommendation to the 
DOD. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends Alternative 1, that the HPC recommend to the LRA, based on 
the adopted City criteria and known key events, that the LRA acknowledges 
that the Onizuka AFS site is eligible for potential designation as a local 
Heritage Resource. The LRA’s Reuse Plan to the DOD should include a 
recommendation to further evaluate the historic significance of the buildings 
and site and possible preservation of a building or other appropriate measure 
to commemorate the site’s heritage significance. The additional evaluation may 
be required as part of any required documentation per the National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) or subsequent documentation per the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 
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Based on a review of the 2004 KAYA Associates Report, the 2008 BAE 
consultant reports and the independent staff research and analysis staff finds 
that the site is potentially a significant local Heritage Resource. Further 
analysis would be required to determine significance and would be subject to 
review by the Heritage Preservation Commission and action by the City 
Council. 
 
 
 
Reviewed by: 
 
 
      
Hanson Hom, Director, Community Development Department 
Reviewed by: Trudi Ryan, Planning Officer 
Prepared by: Steve Lynch, Project Planner 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
______________________________ 
Amy Chan 
City Manager 
 
 
Attachment: 

A. Onizuka AFS Fact Sheet  
B. Onizuka AFS Aerial Photo 
C. Detailed Timeline and List of Significant Missions at Onizuka 
D. Letter From Jack W. Rowe 
E. 2004 Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation by KAYA Associates 

(Executive Summary Only) 
F. 2008 Historic Architectural Reports by BAE 
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Executive Summary 

 

At this time Onizuka Air Force Station cannot be deemed eligible to the California Register and 

is not a historic resource for the purposes of CEQA. Because much information about this 

property is classified, it could later prove eligible to the California Register – especially after the 

property reaches 50 years in age. Onizuka Air Force Station does appear to be eligible for listing 

as a Sunnyvale heritage resource under Criteria A, B, E, F and L of the Sunnyvale Historic 

Preservation Ordinance (Ordinance 2558-97). The property appears to be eligible also as a 

heritage resource district, which would encompass the entire site as well as the buildings. The 

local ordinance has three levels of significance (in increasing order of significance): heritage 

resource, designated heritage resource, and local landmark – each with a counterpart for a 

district. Onizuka Air Force Station appears eligible as a heritage resource and as a heritage 

resource district – the lowest level of significance. 
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Introduction and Methodology 

 

The City of Sunnyvale hired Bay Area Economics for research and evaluation of development 

options for Onizuka Air Force Station. BAE engaged Design, Community and Environment to 

study environmental and land use issues. DCE hired Knapp Architects to research and evaluate 

issues relating to the historic significance of the property. This study considers the history and 

physical description of Onizuka Air Force Station relevant to whether it is a historic resource 

under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) and also evaluates the property under 

the provisions of the Heritage Preservation chapter of the Sunnyvale Municipal Code. 

 

To determine eligibility for both the California Register and the Sunnyvale local register, 

research was conducted to reevaluate existing reports as well as determine what new 

information, if any, was available. The Historic Building Inventory prepared in 2004 by Kaya 

Associates for the United States Air Force was used to reevaluate the site and establish which 

buildings were potentially significant. Websites for Onizuka Air Force Station, the National 

Reconnaissance Office, and military and space history were consulted for general histories, 

timelines and contact information. Publications and articles available which explored the history 

of reconnaissance missions during the Cold War years were also used. A single site visit to 

Onizuka provided current photographs and site conditions.  

 

The site visit was hosted by Dennis Ralphs, 21 SOPS/CCX and did not include the interior of 

any buildings. Much of the site, including the interior of the buildings, building usage, and 

history of the site is classified by the United States Air Force. Because much of Onizuka’s 

history is involved with defense and military activities, there is limited information on specific 

details of missions or activities. The site is associated with the United States Air Force, the 

National Reconnaissance Office and National Aeronautics and Space Administration. Without 

further declassification of the interiors, histories, and missions associated with the buildings of 

Onizuka Air Force Station, it is difficult to explore in depth the historical significance of the 

individual buildings.  
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The book, Spying From Space; Constructing America’s Satellite Command and Control Systems, 

a history of satellite reconnaissance programs during the Cold War and especially the Corona 

Project and the Satellite Command Center, written by David Christopher Arnold was also 

consulted for general history.1  

 

Onizuka Air Force Station could not be determined eligible for listing in the California Register, 

and also could not be determined eligible for the National Register. Onizuka Air Force Station is 

not 50 years old, the mark for basic eligibility to the National Register. While the California 

Register allows some amount of flexibility with the age of a potential resource, a significant 

amount of information and history of the site must be available to determine significance. The 

amount of detailed historic information about Onizuka Air Force Station remains limited at this 

time because the Government has not made it public. Declassification of information about the 

base would likely make it clear whether the property is eligible for both registers; once the 

property is 50 years old, this determination may be possible without declassification. 

 

Onizuka Air Force Station appears to be eligible for listing as a Sunnyvale historic landmark 

under the criteria set out in the city’s Historic Preservation Ordinance. Onizuka Air Force Station 

meets five of the criteria of Ordinance 2558-97, in that it: 

Criterion A: “reflects special elements of the city’s … history”  

Criterion B: “is identified with…events significant in local, state or national history”  

Criterion E  “contributes to the significance of an historic area…(as a) thematically 

related grouping of properties”  

Criterion F: “has a unique view or vista representing an established and                                                  

familiar visual feature of the city of Sunnyvale”  

Criterion L: constitutes a district; “A collective high integrity of the district is essential 

to the sustained value of the separate individual resources.” 

                            
1 www.tamu.edu/upress/BOOKS/2005/arnold.htm 
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If Onizuka Air Force Station is determined to be a Sunnyvale historic landmark, Section 

19.96.090 of Sunnyvale’s Historic Preservation Ordinance (Ordinance 2558-97) would require a  

Landmark Alteration Permit for any changes or proposed demolition at the site.  
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History of Onizuka Air Force Station 

 

Opening in 1960, Onizuka Air Force Station was originally known as the Air Force Satellite Test 

Center. The base was named three more times; in 1964 it was changed to the Air Force Satellite 

Control Facility, in 1971 to Sunnyvale Air Force Station, and in 1986 to Onizuka Air Force 

Station to honor Ellison S. Onizuka, whose life was lost in the Challenger Explosion.2 For 

clarity, the site will be referred to as Onizuka Air Force Station in this report. 

 

General History 

Until World War II, Sunnyvale and the surrounding area was mostly agricultural. Sunnyvale has 

a long history with the defense industry, with the Joshua Hendy Iron Works shifting from Gold 

Rush equipment to military and defense equipment production and President Hoover establishing 

the Sunnyvale Naval Air Station (rededicated in 1933 as Moffett Field).3  Though Lockheed 

Corporation had moved in relatively early, the city truly began to grow as military men and their 

families settled into communities around military bases. After World War II, aerospace and 

electronics companies continued to move into Sunnyvale and the surrounding area – not only for 

the promising support of the Navy, but the nearby research facilities at Stanford University.4 

 

The property for Onizuka was bought from Lockheed Aircraft Corporation. Lockheed had begun 

developing defense technologies in Sunnyvale in the mid 1950s and worked closely with the 

military during and after World War II.5 By the 1960s satellite programs dedicated for defense 

communication were in development under Defense Secretary Robert McNamara and President 

Johnson.6 Communication satellites led to the development of reconnaissance satellites, an 

important aspect of the Cold War – during which the United States and the USSR attempted to 

gain covert knowledge of each other’s weapons systems and capabilities. The Soviets launched 
                            
2 Onizuka. www.onizuka.af.mil/21sops_history.htm 
3 Peterson, Kay. Sunnyvale Collage. Sunnyvale Historical Society. (Sunnyvale, 2000) 
4 Ibid. 
5 Arnold, David Christopher. Spying From Space; Constructing America’s Satellite Command and Control Systems. 
(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2005), 5.   
6 space.au.af.mil/books/spires/ch04.pdf 
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Sputnik, and in 1960 Onizuka Air Force Station became the hub for the Corona Project, the 

world’s first photo reconnaissance program. 

 

The main buildings of the site are Buildings 1001,1002,1003, 10031 and 10032.  According to 

the Kaya Associates Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation of Onizuka prepared for the 

United States Air Force, these buildings could eventually be considered as a grouping eligible to 

the National Register.7 They are the only features on the base that would be considered historic 

in accordance with the most basic requirements of historic significance – that they will shortly be 

at least fifty years old, and that there is a possibility of significance due to association with 

historical events. The three central buildings were designed specifically to support the satellite 

systems operations which were based at Onizuka.8  Building 1003, known as the Blue Cube, was 

built in 1968 to serve as the command center for the Manned Orbiting Laboratory program.9 As 

the new programs and technologies outgrew buildings 1001 and 1002, the Blue Cube was slated 

to become the central building. The Blue Cube was also equipped with its own electric power 

plant, to ensure that operations  at “America’s nerve center for watching foreign countries from 

space” were not vulnerable to power outages – either due to common problems or enemy 

aggression.10  

 

In 1969, the United States Government announced that the Manned Orbiting Laboratory was no 

longer an active project and that a new function would need to be found for the Blue Cube.11 

Because the satellite program needed to move out of the older buildings which they were 

originally housed in, the Air Force reaffirmed that the Blue Cube would be used for “other 

missions” and that it would not go to waste.12 By 1995, many of the primary missions for 

                            
7  Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared 
for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. p. 3 
8 Peyton, p. 3. 
9 Arnold, p. 136. 
10 http://www.onizuka.af.mil/21sops_history.htm 
11 Peyton, p.35. 
12Peyton, p. 5.  



Historical Significance  Onizuka Air Force Station 

7/29/2008 Knapp Architects page 9 

Onizuka had been transferred elsewhere. Onizuka Air Force Station remains in limited operation 

today.13  

 

                            
13 http://www.onizuka.af.mil/21sops_history.htm 
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Description 

 

Existing Context and Site  

Much of the surrounding area has been reused in the last years for corporate site development. 

Portions of Lockheed, which is adjacent to Onizuka, are currently boarded up in preparation for 

reuse and redevelopment. Across Mathilda Avenue from Onizuka Air Force Station is a boarded 

up restaurant and parking lot. Slightly south of the site along Mathilda Avenue is a hotel and 

restaurant. North along Mathilda Avenue, multi-story corporate buildings have been built. 

Buildings similar to this new construction are also located to the west of the site. A light rail line 

runs along Mathilda Avenue from the south and continues west down Moffett Park Drive. The 

general area is no longer characterized only by the Onizuka site and yet the base remains visibly 

distinct from the surrounding build up and new construction. 

 

Located at the northern edge of the city, the most notable features of the site are the abundance 

of radial satellite antennae, each which stand nearly 100 feet tall and a singular large blue 

building, the Blue Cube. The site is set apart from the surrounding streets by a high fence and 

modern security measures. The landscape of the base is characterized by its unadorned blue and 

white concrete buildings set among simple lawns, flowers, trees and Astroturf safety areas. 

 

According to the Kaya Associates Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, there were six 

buildings and twenty four support structures which included “storage sheds, antennas, traffic 

check houses or infrastructure shelters.”14 Onizuka Air Force Station currently consists of about 

twenty seven buildings, including auxiliary buildings and satellite antennae, according to the 

map from the City of Sunnyvale, Onizuka Air Force Station Reuse Plan.15 The buildings are 

constructed of concrete block, reinforced concrete or corrugated metal, and a general color 

scheme of white with blue accents is featured on most buildings.16 All building usage and names 

                            
14Peyton, p. 2. 
15 Dennis Ralphs, 21 SOPS/CCX. Onizuka Air Force Station. 2008. 
16 Peyton, p. 5 
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are taken from the Kaya Associates report. It appears that since the Historic Building Inventory 

and Evaluation in 2004, some of the smaller support building have been removed.    

 

Onizuka Air Force Station must be entered off of Innovation Way and all cars are stopped at a 

guard shack which is located north of all central building structures. A parking lot separates the 

gated entrance and guard shack from the central buildings. To the west of the central building 

grouping, an area which was once a two lane driveway has been covered with Astroturf in order 

to establish larger physical boundaries between the buildings and roadways. This was added as a 

security measure after the events of September 11, 2001.17 

 

Building Description 

The northernmost building is Building 1002 – the headquarters –  and the other structures and 

buildings are situated behind it. Building 1002 is a mid-century modern, two-story concrete 

building with metal-frame windows and exterior doors. Building 1002 is divided into bays with a 

series of simple engaged columns, but has relatively few architectural details other than its 

simple institutional style. 

 

A small pathway set to the west of Building 1002 moves south towards the other central facilities 

of the site. This pathway is accented with simple landscape design, small trees and topiary, 

lawns, and flowers. This landscape design is continuous around Onizuka Air Force Station. 

Small trees and an abundance of flowers such as California Poppies and roses can be found in 

many places on the site. A low wall featuring a tile mural which depicts a shuttle and launch is 

located to the west of the pathway.  

 

The only access point to Building 1001, the Space Operations Facility; Building 10031 and 

10032, both combination Satellite Communications Station and parking garages; and Building 

1003, the Blue Cube, is through a central glassed entrance way located between Buildings 1003 

                            
17 Dennis Ralphs, 21 SOPS/CCX. Onizuka Air Force Station. 2008 
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and 1001. A modern glass front entrance featuring a simple sign which reads “Onizuka Air Force 

Station” allows access to the buildings. Located directly south of Building 1002, Building 1001 

is a low two story industrial building; the main massing of the building is not readily visible due 

to the close set grouping of the other buildings around it. 

 

Building 10031 is across the central pathway from Building 1001 and backs up against the Blue 

Cube. Building 10031 is another simple institutional-style building, with  parking on the ground 

floor and offices and storage facilities above. A single row of windows marks the second story 

offices and a blank wall is the single feature of the exterior of the third story. Directly behind and 

slightly west, Building 10032 is similar in features and design to Building 10031. Building 

10032 faces west and is located adjacent to Building 1003. 

 

Behind Building 10031, the Blue Cube (Building 1003) rises four stories to 104 feet. It is most 

notable for its lack of exterior features, with no windows or visible exterior doors. The interior 

was not accessible, but the building’s original concept was a “single, secure, multiroom complex, 

keeping track of (real time) data …in a centralized operations room.”18 A 1968 article from the 

San Jose Mercury describes the new building as having “164,000 square feet of floor space on 

four stories and a mezzanine” and notes that “each floor is extra tall 20 to 30 feet high.”19 

Extensive corridor systems are also mentioned in the article. 

 

A breezeway runs along the lower portion of the building. Topiary similar to the other 

landscaping on site can be found here as well.  Each side of the building is divided into five bays, 

with 21 square, and three half exterior panels making up each bay. Building 1003 is painted a 

uniform shade of light blue, with darker blue recessed channels marking the bays.  

 

                            
18 Arnold, p. 136. 
19 San Jose Mercury News, 1968 as quoted in Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and 
Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air 
Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. p 2-33. 
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Building 1004 is the dedicated Power Plant for building 1003 and is located to the southwest. 

Like the other buildings, it is white with blue trim along the roofline. This is a slightly smaller 

two story building with a major ventilation system as the most notable feature. The vents are set 

vertically and run the entire height of the building. A system of ducts and cooling fans can be 

seen on either accessible side of the building. 

 

Buildings 1005, 1007,1013, and 1020 are support structures. These buildings are single-story 

industrial buildings, with corrugated metal siding. The southern tip of the site features a grouping 

of two satellite antennae and Building 1020, a Satellite Communications Ground Terminal. To 

the west of Building 1001 is Building 1006, the “Space Place” – a Consolidated Open Mess hall. 

Buildings 1018 and 1034 are located west and northwest of Building 1001. These buildings are 

listed as a Service Outlet and Base Engineering Administration respectively.  
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California Register Eligibility 

 

In 2004 an Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation of the Onizuka Air Force Station was 

completed in order to determine which buildings may be eligible for inclusion in the National 

Register of Historic Places. A total of 30 buildings were evaluated, with 24 being recommended 

for exclusion from eligibility for various reasons, including the requisite fifty years not having 

passed for listing under normal circumstances.  

 

Five of these buildings were recommended for reconsideration in the year 2019, since at that 

time, the age of the buildings would allow for them to be eligible to the National Register under 

its standard criteria.20 Three of these buildings are the ones most closely associated with the 

space and satellite programs, and the Blue Cube, Building 1003 is included in this grouping.  

 

The report, prepared by Kaya Associates for the United States Air Force, mostly uses public 

relations information issued by the Onizuka Air Force Station as well as several newspaper 

articles from the late 1960s during the construction phase of the Blue Cube. Though there is 

mention of the several different space and spy satellite programs based out of the Onizuka Air 

Force Station, there is no specific information available which establishes that certain programs 

were carried out within certain buildings.  

 

However, Building 1003 – the Blue Cube – was built specifically for the expansion of the 

satellite programs, and the new building was meant to be the headquarters for the Manned 

Orbiting Laboratory.21 The building was also designed as a central location from which 

unmanned satellites could be controlled. The Blue Cube was equipped with its own electric 

power plant; “America’s nerve center for watching foreign countries from space will get its own 

                            
20 Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared 
for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. p5 
21 Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared 
for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. p32 
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electricity plant” to ensure that operations were not vulnerable to power outages – due either to 

common problems or to enemy aggression. Building 1003 was completed in 1968.22 

 

As noted above, by1969 the Manned Orbital Laboratory was no longer an active project.23 

Because the satellite program needed to move out of the older buildings which they were 

originally housed in, the Air Force reaffirmed that the Blue Cube would be used for “other 

missions” and that it would not go unused.24 It has been difficult to determine what exactly the 

Blue Cube was used for. The book Spying From Space; Constructing America’s Satellite 

Command and Control Systems by David Christopher Arnold details the development of the 

projects and missions at the Onizuka Air Force Station. The book explores the importance of the 

Satellite Command Center at Onizuka Air Force Station during the developing years of space 

technology.25  According to Spying From Space, Onizuka Air Force Station was a central 

intelligence hub during the Cold War era, growing from a “data recovery” center to become the 

control and command point for all major space reconnaissance missions. 

 

The Onizuka Air Force Station website, in the history section, lists the declassification of the 

Corona Project as a significant date. Though there is no specific information about whether  the 

Blue Cube was an essential part of the mission, the building was the main operations building 

and it seems logical that the Corona Project would be connected to the building itself.  

 

The Corona Project was a spy satellite program green-lit by President Eisenhower. The base of 

operations for the Corona Project was at Onizuka Air Force Station, and the program operated 

from 1960 to 1972. The Corona Project was seen as an essential part to the ending of the Cold 

War between the United States and the Soviet Union. The program managed photographs which 

were taken by satellites. The film reels were recovered during the fall from orbit. These images 
                            
22 http://www.onizuka.af.mil/21sops_history.htm 
23 Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared 
for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. p35 
24 Ibid. p36 
25 Arnold, David Christopher. Spying From Space; Constructing America’s Satellite Command and Control 
Systems. (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2005) 



Historical Significance  Onizuka Air Force Station 

7/29/2008 Knapp Architects page 16 

provided invaluable information for the United States government about the military capacity of 

the USSR.26 Lockheed Martin built the Corona Satellite imagery equipment and was also 

responsible for launching the satellites.27 The final mission for the Corona Project was launched 

in 1972, and the project was terminated when it was established that the USSR had discovered 

the spy satellites and was waiting in position to capture Corona #145.28 The Corona Project was 

declassified in 1996. However, since Onizuka Air Force Station is still in operation, there is 

limited access to the interior, and even though the Satellite Test Center has been deactivated, any 

current missions would still be classified.29  

 

The Corona Project is a significant aspect of Cold War history. Despite the fact that the Cold 

War events are quite recent, they are monumental in the scheme of American History. 

Determining whether or not Building 1003 was the mission control for the Corona Project is 

essential to determining the building’s significance and eligibility to the California Register.  

In an effort to determine historic significance, our office contacted several people familiar with 

the Corona Project. The general consensus has been that there is an association with the Corona 

Project and this should itself be enough to establish historic significance of the building. No one 

with whom we spoke was able to share any detailed information about projects relating to 

specific buildings. The California Register criteria require that adequate scholarship be 

performed to understand the significance of a resource if it is less than 50 years old. The lack of 

information available at this time makes such scholarship impossible, so the property does not 

appear eligible to the California Register until the information becomes public or the property 

reaches 50 years.  

 

                            
26 https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/additional-publications/corona-between-the-sun-and-the-
earth/index.html 
27 Corona; Between the Sun and the Earth. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/additional-publications/corona-
between-the-sun-and-the-earth/index.html 
28 Corona Satellite. http://www.nro.gov/corona/facts.html http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corona_%28satellite%29 
29 Historic Buildings Inventory, 2004. 
http://www.keepandshare.com/photo/view.php?u=15924 
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Sunnyvale Historic Preservation Ordinance 

 

The City of Sunnyvale’s Historic Preservation Ordinance (Ordinance 2558-97) addresses cultural 

resource conservation. As a method by which the city can determine the significance of a 

resource and as a tool for planning and development, the Historic Preservation Ordinance lays 

the framework for development, adaptive reuse, and preservation of the heritage resources. 

Onizuka Air Force Station appears to be eligible for listing as a historic resource on the local 

register.  

 

As noted above, our evaluation of Onizuka Air Force Station and its eligibility as a local historic 

resource was based on independent research, a site visit to Onizuka Air Force Station and 

research drawn from the 2004 Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force 

Station prepared for the United States Air Force by Kaya Associates.  

 

Municipal Code Chapter  19.96 

Section 19.96.050 of the Sunnyvale’s Municipal Code (Ordinance 2558-97) establishes the 

criteria for the evaluation and nomination of historic resources. Any “improvement, building, 

portion of buildings, structures, signs, features, sites, scenic areas, views, vistas, places, areas, 

landscapes, trees, or other natural objects or objects of scientific, aesthetic, educational, political, 

social, cultural, architectural, or historical significance”30 can be designated a historic resource 

by the City Council if it meets one or more of the criteria in the ordinance. Onizuka Air Force 

Station meets five of these criteria, in that the site: 

Criterion A: “Reflects special elements of the city’s … history;”  

Criterion B: “Is identified with … events significant in local, state or national history;”  

Criterion E  “Contributes to the significance of an historic area..(as a) thematically 

related grouping of properties;”  

                            
30 City of Sunnyvale, Ordinance No. 2558-97. Chapter 19.96, Section 19.96.050A. www.qcode.us/codes/sunnyvale 
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Criterion F: “Has a unique view or vista representing an established and                                                 

familiar visual feature of the city of Sunnyvale;” and 

Criterion L: Constitutes a district and “A collective high integrity of the district is 

essential to the sustained value of the separate individual resources.” 

 

Since Onizuka Air Force Station is a unique area which represents both the history of Sunnyvale 

as an important Cold War center and the national air and space defense efforts during the Cold 

War, the site appears eligible under Criteria A, E, F and L.  

 

Criterion A states that a resource can be considered if “It exemplifies or reflects special elements 

of the city’s cultural, social, economic, political, aesthetic engineering, architectural, or natural 

history.”31 Sunnyvale is closely associated with both the technology industry as well as the 

defense industry. Though a top-secret United States government facility at the peak of its 

operation, Onizuka Air Force Station is an important factor in the history of Sunnyvale as well. 

Even without the declassification of the military history, the Onizuka site would be considered 

eligible to the local register under this criterion. 

 

Criterion B states that the resource is considered eligible if “It is identified with persons or events 

significant in local, state or national history.”32 Onizuka Air Force Station was the hub for 

several classified reconnaissance missions, including Corona, Lanyard and Argon.33 Onizuka 

also was the base from which programs such as “the first mapping of Earth from space, the first 

midair recovery of a vehicle returning from space and the first views of denied areas from space” 

were launched.34 Much of the detailed history of Onizuka Air Force Station is classified, but the 

location of the base in Sunnyvale is an important part of military development. The cooperation 

between the military and Lockheed ensured that Sunnyvale would be a the forefront of national 

                            
31Section 19.96.050 A.  
32 Section 19.96.050 B. 
33www.nro.gov/corona/corpr.html 
34 MilCom Monitoring Post. Capt. Tony Muro, Operating Division 4 Detachment 1. http://mt-
milcom.blogspot.com/search/label/Onizuka%20AFS 
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satellite defense technologies, and that the city featured one of the “world’s most modern 

communication hubs.”35 Though over time all associated technologies and interior features 

specifically associated with historical events have been removed from Buildings 1001, 1002 and 

1003, the association with the top-secret military operations remains intact.36  

 

For a resource to be eligible under Criterion C, it must “Embody distinctive characteristics of a 

style, type, period, or method of construction, or is a valuable example of the use if indigenous 

materials or craftsmanship.”37 Though Onizuka Air Force Station can certainly be considered an 

interesting and unique facet of the architectural history of the City of Sunnyvale, the buildings on 

the Onizuka Air Force Station are without notable features and tend to be simple mid-century 

institutional in style. The main structure on the site, the Blue Cube, is a large four story building 

without windows or notable features. A large, windowless building is not intrinsically distinctive 

in the sense intended by Criterion C.  

 

To be eligible under Criterion D, the resource should be “representative of the work of a notable 

builder, designer or architect.”38 None of the buildings which are located at Onizuka Air Force 

Station is eligible under this criterion. There are no building permits or construction and design 

information available at this time. 

 

Criterion E states that a resource is eligible if “(i)t contributes to the significance of an historic 

area, being a geographically definable area possessing a concentration of historic or scenic 

properties or thematically related grouping of properties which contribute to each other and are 

unified aesthetically or by plan or physical development.39” The base is a military landscape, 

visually and physically separated from the civilian landscape which surrounds it.  The buildings 

                            
35 Arnold, p. 93. 
36 Dennis Ralphs 21 SOPS/CCX. Onizuka Air Force Station. 2008 
37 Section 19.96.050 C. 
38 Section 19.96.050 D. 
39 Section 19.96.050 E. 
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which make up Onizuka Air Force Station are related to each other not only by specific use and 

design, but by original plan.  

 

There are two types of memorials at Onizuka Air Force Station. There is a modern memorial on 

site, dedicated to those who have lost their lives in space in the Columbia 3 disaster in 2003. The 

crew of the Columbia is remembered by a small area set off behind the Blue Cube, at the eastern 

edge of the site. A small rough granite bench under a wooden trellis is set in front of small 

wooden memorials, each with the name of a lost crewmember. The memorial is set in a 

Japanese-inspired, self-contained landscape, with rocks and simple plants creating a quiet place 

of reflection. Though the crew members were personally known by those who work at Onizuka 

Air Force Station, the memorial also serves to mark an important loss in the context of the 

national space program. The Columbia Memorial echoes the larger memorial that Onizuka Air 

Force Station is. Onizuka Air Force Station was renamed to honor the lives lost in the explosion 

of the Challenger. By honoring the significant loss of a person associated with the Air Force 

(Ellison S. Onizuka) Onizuka Air Force Station honors the collective loss that the nation felt in 

1986 with the Challenger tragedy.  

 

Criterion F states that a resource is eligible as an historic resource if “(i)t has a unique location or 

singular physical characteristic or is a view or vista representing an established and familiar 

visual feature of a neighborhood, community, or the city of Sunnyvale.”40 Today Onizuka Air 

Force Station is a recognizable part of the northern Sunnyvale viewscape. The Blue Cube and 

accompanying satellite dishes are visible from Mathilda Avenue as one travels north, and are 

also a striking presence at the off ramp from Highway 237.  Developments on what was once 

open space, as well as the reuse of some of Lockheed’s buildings for new high tech industry 

expansion have changed the surrounding landscape, but the large blue building is an 

unmistakable feature of the city. 

 

                            
40 Section 19.96.050 F. 
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If a resource “embodies elements of architectural design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship that 

represents a significant structural or architectural achievement or innovation” then it would be 

eligible under Criterion G.41 Onizuka Air Force Station does not represent either structural or 

architectural innovation. It cannot be considered a significant example of structural or 

architectural achievement. The individual buildings on the site are mid-century industrial, and 

without architectural distinction.  

 

Criterion H states that if “(i)t is similar to other distinctive properties, sites, areas, or objects 

based on a historic, cultural, or architectural motif” then a resource may be eligible.42 Onizuka 

Air Force Station is not significantly similar to other sites based on historic, cultural or 

architectural themes. Onizuka Air Force Station is similar in its simplicity and general functional 

layout of a military base. It does not reflect a distinctive type of layout or design, but instead can 

be seen as an example of a mid-century military and research facility. 

 

Criterion I states that a potential resource must “reflect significant geographical patterns, 

including those associated with different eras of settlement and growth, particular transportation 

modes, or distinctive examples of park or community planning” to be considered eligible.43 

Onizuka Air Force Station does not embody important development patterns for the city of 

Sunnyvale. 

 

Criterion J states that an eligible resource must be “one of the few remaining examples in the 

city, region, state, or nation possessing distinguishing characteristics of an architectural or 

historic type or specimen.”44 Onizuka Air Force Station and the buildings which comprise it 

are not singular remaining representative examples of any historical or architectural type.  

 

                            
41 Section 19.96.050 G. 
42 Section 19.96.050 H. 
43 Section 19.96.050 I. 
44 Section 19.96.050 J. 
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Criterion K states that “with respect to a local landmark, it is significant in that the resource 

materially benefits the historical character of a neighborhood or area, or the resource in its 

location represents an established and familiar visual feature of the community or city.”45  

Onizuka Air Force Station is not in a neighborhood or historic area; its role as a visual landmark 

is recognized in its eligibility under Criterion F. 

 

Criterion L addresses the establishment of an historic district “with respect to a local landmark 

district, a collective high integrity of the district is essential to the sustained value of the separate 

individual resources.”46 The Sunnyvale criteria state that a  “scientific” or “political” potential 

resource can be designated a heritage resource. This threshold is considerably lower and broader 

than the National Register or California Register Criteria, which contain key filters based on 

importance and age not included in the Sunnyvale criteria. Onizuka Air Force Station is 

significant under the local ordinance as a mid-century scientific site associated with important 

geo-political developments of the Cold War. Spying From Space describes how Onizuka became 

the command center for satellite tracking programs to make “satellite control and command an 

exclusively military operation.”47 The site retains integrity through the relatively unchanged 

individual features. Onizuka Air Force Station also meets the definition of a Heritage Resource 

District in Article 19.96.040 of the Municipal Code:   

(g) “Heritage resource district” means any geographically definable area containing a 

concentration or continuity of heritage resources which are thematically related, or which 

contribute to each other and are unified by a special character, historical interest, 

aesthetic value, or which represents one or more architectural periods or styles typical to 

the city, and that has been designated and determined to be appropriate for preservation 

by the city council, pursuant to provisions of this chapter.  

 

                            
45  Section 19.96.050K. 
46  Section 19.96.050L. 
47 Arnold, 5.   
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Criterion M addresses a resource’s eligibility to the National Register, “with respect to a 

designated landmark and designated landmark district, the heritage resource shall meet Criteria 

of the National Register of Historical Places, which are incorporated by reference into this 

chapter.”48 The previous report prepared by Kaya Associates addresses the eligibility of Onizuka 

Air Force Station to the National Register. Buildings 1001 and 1002 are recommended by the 

2004 Kaya Associates Historic Building Inventory for evaluation of historical significance after 

their histories are declassified and the requisite amount of time has passed.49 As in the previous 

report, currently there is not enough information to determine eligibility to the National Register 

at the time. A re-evaluation of the site and buildings, should more information become available 

will be necessary. The Municipal Code sets three levels of significance for historic properties 

and districts (from lowest to highest): historic resources, designated historic resources, and local 

landmark. To be eligible as a designated historic resource or local landmark, a resource must 

meet at least one criterion of the National Register. As described above, information now 

available does not demonstrate that Onizuka Air Force Station is eligible to the National 

Register; therefore it appears eligible only as a heritage resource (and heritage resource district) 

under the Municipal Code. 

 

Demolition and Mitigation  

 

Should Onizuka Air Force Station be listed as a heritage resource or heritage resource district by 

the Sunnyvale City Council, any demolition or material change to the landmark would require a 

resource alteration permit. According to Section 19.96.095 of Sunnyvale’s Historic Preservation 

Ordinance (Ordinance 2558-97) any changes also require a public hearing and review process as 

well as a landmark alteration permit.  

 

                            
48  Section 19.96.050 M. 
49 Peyton, Page; Kaya Associates. Historic Building Inventory and Evaluation, Onizuka Air Force Station; Prepared 
for the United States Air Force, Space Command Onizuka Air Force Station. (Redlands, California) 2004. 
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In order for any changes including demolition to take place, the applicant must have 

“demonstrated that the action proposed is necessary to correct an unsafe or dangerous condition 

on the property pursuant to Section 19.96.110.”50  Section 19.96.110 addresses the correction of 

generally unsafe and dangerous conditions, with any work done on landmarks or properties in 

landmark districts noted again to be done only as necessary.51 

 

In order for any changes including demolition to take place, the applicant must also have 

“demonstrated that denial of the application will result in immediate, undue or substantial 

hardship pursuant to Section 19.96.120.”52 Section 19.96.120 allows for alteration permits if the 

applicant can present evidence to the Heritage Preservation Commission, at a public hearing that 

“failure to receive such approval will cause an immediate undue and substantial hardship.”53 

 

The local preservation ordinance does not include a mitigation provision. Possible mitigation 

includes creating an exhibit which depicts the history and role of Onizuka Air Force Station in 

the city of Sunnyvale, which could possibly be located at the new Sunnyvale Heritage Park 

Museum. Another alternative could be the retention of the monuments which already exist at 

Onizuka Air Force Station at the south end of the base, as well as retaining the distinctive 

antennae (or perhaps moving them) and incorporating them into any future development plans. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

                            
50  Section 19.96.090 F3 
51  Section 19.96.110 
52 Section 19.96.090 F4 
53 Section 19.96.120 
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Conclusion 

 

Onizuka Air Force Station presents an historic and comprehensive planned site, and appears 

eligible as a heritage resource and as a heritage resource district under Criteria A, B, E, F and L 

of Chapter 19.96 the Sunnyvale Municipal Code (Ordinance 2558-97). Declassification of 

information about the history and use of the site by the Air Force will resolve whether it is also 

eligible to the National Register, which would in turn mean it is eligible under local Criterion M.  

 

Because the previous study used the National Register Criteria, and the current project falls 

under CEQA, a determination of eligibility to the California Register is needed. While the 

National Register Criteria require that a property less than 50 years old have “extraordinary” 

significance, the California Register requires that “sufficient time must have passed to obtain a 

scholarly perspective on the events or individuals associated with the resource” if it is less than 

50 years old. 

 

Sufficient time has not passed to determine the significance of the Blue Cube and Onizuka Air 

Force Station. Available information is changing, and scholarship is very much in flux with 

respect to the Blue Cube, clearly fitting the intent of the California Register to require a stable 

historical perspective before labeling resources which are less than 50 years old as historically 

significant. At this time, the property cannot be deemed eligible to the California Register and is 

not a historic resource for the purposes of CEQA. 

 




