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SUBJECT:   2009-0076- Commercial Vehicle Parking in Residential Zones- 
(Study Issue) 
 
REPORT IN BRIEF 
 
The purpose of this study is to identify ways to address the parking of 
commercial vehicles in residential areas (Study Issue paper, Attachment A). 
Vehicle parking is covered by the City’s Vehicle Code (Title 10) and the Zoning 
Code (Title 19) for on and off-street parking, respectively.  
 
The basic issue is that some residents have more cars than can be 
accommodated on their property in a normal manner (parking them in the 
garage and on the driveway). This study issue originated from a specific 
complaint about a property owner having too many vehicles at his/her 
residence. The owner has parked multiple vehicles on the property and 
throughout the neighborhood. This staff report addresses the broader issue 
concerning the feasibility of limiting commercial vehicle parking in residential 
areas. 
 
Although the City can adopt standards that limit the manner and numbers of 
vehicles that can be parked on a property, those residents with a large number 
of vehicles are able to move them to the street, where it becomes the entire 
neighborhood’s problem and becomes a more difficult enforcement issue. 
 
There are limited options available and any change would impact the entire 
community. All of the methods explored are problematic for similar reasons 
related to lack of effectiveness in addressing the issue of commercial parking in 
neighborhoods, likelihood of transferring the problem from private property 
onto public streets, impracticality of public safety enforcement, and/or impact 
on all residents with limited or focused community benefits. Staff does 
recommend, however, amending the Municipal Code so the definition for 
“commercial vehicle” is one that exceeds 10,000 pounds. An ordinance is 
included with this report for those changes to be made. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
This study issue was initiated by the City Council to address the parking of 
numerous vehicles used by a business in a residential neighborhood. The 
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property subject to the specific complaint is difficult to correct because the 
current zoning and vehicle codes do not prevent this activity since the vehicles 
do not meet the definition for commercial vehicle. Also, there are no restrictions 
on the number of vehicles that can be parked on a property, so long as they are 
operational, licensed and properly parked. All current standards are met by the 
resident at that specific property. Further, even if such restrictions were 
enacted, the problems could be exacerbated by transferring the vehicles onto 
the City streets. 
 
EXISTING POLICY 
 
Land Use and Transportation Element: 

Policy N1.1 Protect the integrity of the City’s neighborhoods; whether 
residential, industrial or commercial. 

Action Statement N1.1.1: Limit the intrusion of incompatible uses and 
inappropriate development into city neighborhoods. 

Policy N1.4: Preserve and enhance the high quality character of residential 
neighborhoods. 

Action Statement N1.4.3: Encourage and support home businesses 
that accommodate changing technologies and lifestyles, while remaining 
secondary to the nature of the residential neighborhood. 

 
Vehicle Weight Examples 
Gross Vehicle Weight Ratings (GVWR) is a method of defining types of vehicles, 
specifically trucks and commercial-type vehicles. Passenger cars are rated by 
interior volume or seating capacity. Examples of different types of GVWR are 
found in Attachment C. 
 
Legal Framework 
In general, the State regulates commercial vehicles on public streets. The 
Vehicle Code does allow for the enactment of local regulation on public streets 
for commercially licensed vehicles over 10,000 pounds, which are typically 
“medium duty” trucks. However, given the State criteria for local legislation, 
passenger vans used in commercial activity or having commercial plates would 
not meet the weight criteria for a commercial vehicle. 
 
State Law 
The City has more discretion to regulate commercial vehicles on private 
properties through the zoning code as land use regulation. The City must, 
however, use the Vehicle Code definitions for regulating commercial vehicle 
parking on public streets, as paraphrased below (see Attachment B for entire 
text): 
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Vehicle Code § 260- A “commercial vehicle” is a type required to be 
registered or maintained for the transportation of persons for hire, 
compensation, or profit or designed, used, or maintained primarily for 
the transportation of property. 

Vehicle Code § 22507.5- Local authorities may, by ordinance or 
resolution, prohibit or restrict the parking or standing of commercial 
vehicles having a manufacturer's gross vehicle weight rating of 10,000 
pounds or more on any street in a residential district. 

The ordinance or resolution shall not be effective with respect to any 
commercial vehicle, or trailer component thereof, making pickups or 
deliveries of goods, wares, and merchandise from or to any building or 
structure located on the restricted streets or highways or for the purpose 
of delivering materials to be used in the actual and bona fide repair, 
alteration, remodeling, or construction of any building or structure upon 
the restricted streets or highways for which a building permit has 
previously been obtained. 

 
Currently, Sunnyvale Municipal Code section 10.16.160 restricts the parking of 
commercial vehicles in residential districts to five hours, with certain 
exceptions as required by the Vehicle Code. 
 
City Municipal Code 
Current City law uses different weight references for different purposes in order 
to define commercial vehicle throughout the code. 

Private property (Zoning Code)-Table 19.12.230- Definition of “vehicle, 
commercial” means any vehicle with a gross vehicle weight of 7,500 
pounds or more according to the manufacturers’ specifications, which is 
required to obtain a commercial vehicle license. 

Private property (Zoning Code)-Table 19.18.030 5 D.- Storage or parking 
of commercial, industrial or public utility vehicles - Prohibited in all 
residential zoning districts. 

Private property (Zoning Code)-Table 19.20.030 10 G.- Storage or parking 
of commercial, industrial or public utility vehicles - Prohibited in all 
commercial zoning districts, with a footnote that allows daytime and 
overnight parking of up to five commercial vehicles (of a type that exceed 
10,000 pounds in GVWR with not more than two axles), subject to other 
restrictions listed therein. 

Public streets (Vehicle Code)-10.16.160- Parking commercial vehicles in a 
residential district- It is unlawful for any person to park any commercial 
vehicle (other than a pick-up truck, station wagon or similar vehicle of a 
size similar to an ordinary passenger vehicle) more than five hours in any 
residential district except: 
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     (a) While loading or unloading property and time in addition to such 
five-hour period is necessary to complete such work; or 
     (b) When such vehicle is parked in connection with, and in aid of, the 
performance of a service to or on a property in the block in which such 
vehicle is parked and time in addition to such five-hour period is 
reasonably necessary to complete such service. 

 
The Municipal Code definition for “commercial vehicle” is found in a few places, 
but is mainly used in Title 10 (Vehicles and Traffic) and Title 19 (Zoning). There 
are different weight limits used to define commercial vehicles throughout the 
code depending on the factual circumstances. However, it may be worthwhile 
and prudent to amend the Code to use a more consistent weight definition 
(10,000 pounds). 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Although the City has more latitude to regulate the size, type and number of 
vehicles allowed to park on a private property, the State regulations control 
parking on public streets. The California Vehicle Code allows local jurisdictions 
to regulate commercial vehicles on public streets with a gross vehicle weight 
rating of 10,000 pounds or greater. As a result, the City could only prohibit 
commercial vehicles that meet those standards from parking or standing on 
public streets in residential areas. There are a few tools the City can use for 
parking, but they would either apply to all vehicles or only commercial vehicles 
over 10,000 pounds. Amending the code to implement parking tools, such as 
no on street parking overnight, would impact the entire community; not just 
those residents creating the difficult situations in neighborhoods. As a result, 
any proposed parking limitation would be either too over-inclusive or under-
inclusive, and therefore would not offer a practical solution to the problem. 
 
Special Operations Division of Department of Public Safety works on cases 
related to commercial parking on public streets, and report that 17 violations 
were issued in 2008 and 11 through September 2009 for illegal parking of 
commercial vehicles in residential districts. 
 
As seen from State and local laws, the prohibition of commercial vehicle 
parking in residential areas already exists, and no code changes need to be 
done to prohibit vehicles defined by state law as “commercial” from parking in 
residential areas. Therefore, the real issue is whether additional restrictions 
can, or should, be in place to restrict those vehicles used in a commercial 
enterprise (that is less than the 10,000 pounds) from parking on private 
property in residential areas. 
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For residential streets, the Vehicle Code defines what constitutes a “commercial 
vehicle” and the City cannot apply a more restrictive standard for public street 
parking. The City can, however, apply a different definition for private property. 
 
It needs to be noted, however, that there is a definite push-pull in regulating 
vehicle parking. Strict laws limiting the number of vehicles allowed to park on a 
property can lead to more vehicles parked on the street, and vice-versa. 
 
A critical concern in considering new laws associated with this issue is how to 
reduce vehicle parking problems without impacting the many other residents 
that live cooperatively with their neighbors. The parking of any type of vehicle 
in a neighborhood can create issues, including: residents having “too many” 
vehicles either on the property and/or on the street, the repair and storage of 
vehicles, and the parking of commercial vehicles in a neighborhood. 
 
Regulating both on-street and off-street parking in residential areas can 
severely restrict the number of vehicles a resident can have, which can cause 
difficulties for several reasons, including: 

1. Many homes in Sunnyvale have one-car garages, which limits the options 
for parking vehicles on site, and results in more on-street parking being 
used. 

2. The number of vehicles per households has increased over the years, 
especially during difficult economic times (when more adults share a 
residence). 

3. Many Sunnyvale residents work in trades requiring commercial vehicles 
in addition to their passenger vehicle. 

 
The options to further restrict commercial vehicle parking in residential zones 
are limited, and each has a drawback that could be created by a change. The 
impact may be experienced in another neighborhood, not necessarily the target 
neighborhood. 
 
Goal of Study 
 
The goal of the study is to find appropriate means of limiting commercial 
parking in residentially-zoned areas. Many members of City staff worked 
together on this issue, including those from Special Operations of DPS, NP and 
the Office of the City Attorney (OCA). The main issues considered by the team 
included: 

• An over-riding concern of the team was how to find possible regulations 
that address specific issues while not negatively impacting the rest of the 
community. 
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• Ensuring that zoning for private property parking restrictions does not 
push cars to park on the street, thereby spreading a problem throughout 
a neighborhood. 

• Try to find a way to address commercial vehicles that are lighter than the 
10,000 pound limit, and may include standard passenger-type vehicles 
(such as passenger vans). 

• Bring the City Code in line with other nearby cities by limiting the 
number of vehicles a residence can have that are associated with a 
home-based business. 

• Determine if the City can restrict the number of vehicles regardless of 
weight used by a resident for a business (that are not subject to home 
occupation requirements of the Sunnyvale Zoning Code). 

• Determine if vehicles with business signs can be limited in residential 
zones. 

 
Parking Regulations 
  
Although there are possible regulations that can be considered to address 
parking issues in residential areas, none of them offer a viable or complete 
solution to the problems, or the potential benefits outweigh the wide-reaching 
impacts on residents. The following discussion summarizes on-street and off-
street parking restrictions which were evaluated by staff, along with a brief 
discussion of the positive and negative aspects of each: 
 
1. Limit all on-street parking from 2:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m.: This provision is 
allowed in the State Law, and other nearby cities includes such language in 
their code (e.g. Menlo Park, Palo Alto). The general concept is that all vehicles 
(commercial or otherwise) would be required to be off the street during those 
hours, and residents must obtain a parking permit from either Traffic 
Engineering or DPS in order to legally park on the street during those times. 

Positive: Keeps streets well kept and clean due to the lack of vehicle 
parking overnight. It allows for the easy sweeping of streets. It deters the 
“storage” of vehicles and people circumventing the 72-hour parking 
restriction. It does not distinguish between types of vehicles, which 
makes enforcement easier. 

Negative: Impacts all residents of the City. There are several residential 
areas that have one-car garages or small lots, so this limitation would 
affect them the most. It would likely pull more vehicles off the street onto 
the property. Also, many households have more vehicles than can fit on a 
residential lot, and there would no longer be an option to park cars on 
the street overnight. This would also add to the City’s cost to administer 
a permit program. 
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2. “No Large Vehicle” on-street parking zones: This approach may define a 
category of “large vehicles”, such as greater than 7 feet tall, 20 feet long, or 7 
feet wide. Palo Alto and Mountain View have these types of restrictions. 
Disallowing large vehicles in specified areas would catch vehicles that may not 
exceed the weight limitations, but does include larger vehicles from parking in 
those areas. 

Positive: There may be large vehicles that do not exceed the weight 
limitation, but are still incompatible with a residential neighborhood. It 
may be easier to enforce size requirements rather than weight standards. 

Negative: This may become an additional regulation that accomplishes 
little, but impacts many residents. There are probably few vehicles that 
exceed the size requirements that do not also exceed the weight 
standards. Passenger vans would not fall under this definition. 

 
3. On-site Parking Restrictions: There are several different restrictions that can 
be used to limit parking on a private property, including: a.) limitations on the 
number of vehicles allowed on a property; b.) limiting the number of vehicles 
with commercial plates; c.) restricting locations on a property where vehicles 
can park (side yard or rear yard); and, d.) requiring all parking to be on 
impervious or semi-pervious surfaces at any location on the property. 

Positive: Limiting the number of vehicles allowed on a property would 
help ensure a resident does not change the character of a property or 
neighborhood. Limiting the number of commercial-plated vehicles (i.e. no 
more than three on a property) may address situations where vehicles 
used by a business do not exceed the weight limitations. 

Negative: This option could result in residents with multiple vehicles to 
park in the street, rather than on their property, which spreads the 
problem throughout the neighborhood. It could also impact households 
with multiple family members, and those with vehicles related to 
businesses (e.g. pool cleaning or gardening trucks). In addition, the 
changes may not be practical to enforce and may add to the staffing 
needs for enforcement. 

 
4. Limit the number of vehicles for home-based businesses: There are a few 
types of home-based businesses that use several vehicles in their operations; 
these businesses may still meet the current zoning requirement that states: 
“the business shall not generate vehicular traffic which will interfere with 
residential traffic circulation or shall not cause more than three vehicles 
including vehicles used by customers, vendors or delivery services to visit the 
premises per day.” There are currently no other limitations on the number of 
vehicles a home-based business can have for a property.  
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Positive: Limiting the number of vehicles used in a home-based business 
could encourage that a residence is used mainly as a home and fits the 
character of the neighborhood. 

Negative: Complaints regarding commercial parking for home occupation 
businesses have been very few in the city. This limitation could impact 
many residents with home businesses, and would not impact a resident 
that parks vehicles used for a business located elsewhere. In addition, it 
may be difficult to enforce if the vehicles do not have signs that identify 
the business and enforcement could transfer any potential problems onto 
the public streets 

 
5. Expand the “Automobile/vehicle service and repair in residential zoning 
districts” section of the Zoning Code: This code section currently specifies the 
limitations on vehicle repair in residential areas. An option could be to expand 
that language to prohibit the repair or servicing of vehicles used in a 
commercial enterprise. This limitation could restrict residents that park or 
store vehicles used for commercial purposes, whether that business is in 
Sunnyvale or not, from performing repair or service on those vehicles. 

Positive: There may be situations where a business-owner lives in the 
city and parks and services vehicles used in that business on a 
residential property, thereby changing the character of the neighborhood. 
This change could limit the repair and servicing aspect of those vehicles 
to ensure they are done at an appropriate business location. 

Negative: This option would also affect many other residents that own, 
use and service a vehicle used in a business on their property. It does 
not seem to be a wide-spread problem, and the change could be 
excessive, given the scope of the problem. This would be a difficult 
requirement to enforce because not all vehicles used for business 
purposes are clearly identifiable as such. Some vehicles used in a 
business are typical passenger cars, which are also used for non-work 
purposes. 

 
6. Limit the parking of vehicles with commercial signage: This restriction could 
limit the number of vehicles with business signs in residential zones. 

Positive: Limiting these types of vehicles could include those that do not 
meet weight limitations, but are used in commercial enterprises. 

Negative: Federal First Amendment laws generally limit a city’s ability to 
restrict signs on vehicles. It would also not impact vehicles that do not 
include signs, or which has magnetic signs that can easily be removed 
when parked. 
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7. Amend the Municipal Code to incorporate the 10,000 pound weight limitation 
for parking purposes in all applicable sections: Make the changes in both the 
Vehicle Code (Title 10) and the Zoning Code (Title 19) for on and off-street 
parking. There are some sections of the code that will use a different threshold 
because those are based on other criteria (such as a lower threshold due to 
street design). 

Positive: Using a consistent requirement will be easier to enforce and 
easier for the public to understand. 

Negative: A possible negative impact to some neighborhoods would be to 
increase the minimum weight requirement in the Zoning Code from 
7,500 pounds to 10,000 pounds, making it a less restrictive standard. 

 
Summary 
 
The above parking regulations would expand the City code to limit or restrict 
parking of vehicles in residential areas, but each has a limitation that could 
adversely impact the larger community. While these regulations may address 
isolated cases of abuse, the restrictions would have a far-reaching effect on 
many residents and require considerable staff resources for effective uniform 
enforcement. Creating limitations for the parking of commercial vehicles can 
create problems for either (or both) public streets and/or private property. 
Limiting on-street parking can result in residents parking more vehicles on 
their property. Limiting the number of cars parked on a property may force 
them onto the street. A combination of both limitations of on-street parking 
and the number allowed on a property may significantly affect the ability of 
many residents to park vehicles on or near their properties. 
 
The Municipal Code has inconsistencies regarding vehicle weight limitations, 
although they are not all because of inaccurate data, but because the weights 
used are for different purposes. The inconsistencies in the Municipal Code 
could be amended as shown in option 7 to make it consistent throughout the 
document. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
 
It is unlikely that any change to the Municipal Code would create a fiscal 
impact; however, there may be some fiscal impact to Neighborhood 
Preservation depending on the option selected. 
 
PUBLIC CONTACT 
 
Public Contact was made through posting of the Planning Commission agenda 
on the City’s official-notice bulletin board, on the City’s Web site, and the 
availability of the agenda and report in the Office of the City Clerk. 
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A public outreach meeting was held on the issue, and four people attended. 
Participants discussed the issue and possible options to address the problem. 
One resident that attended was concerned about how any change would 
restrict him from parking his commercial vehicle in has neighborhood or on his 
property. 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 

A. Initiate an ordinance to amend Title 10 (Vehicles and Traffic) and Title 19 
(Zoning) of the Municipal Code to incorporate the 10,000 pound weight 
limitation for parking purposes in all applicable sections. 

B. Make no changes and continue to work with residents on enforcement of 
existing codes. 

C. Direct staff to return with an amendment to the Municipal Code to 
initiate specific changes to the Vehicle or Zoning Codes. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Staff recommends Alternative A to initiate an amendment to the Municipal 
Code to amend Titles 10 and 19 to use a consistent 10,000 pound limit for the 
definition of a “commercial vehicle.” Amending the Municipal Code to use a 
10,000 pound limitation for parking purposes would provide a threshold both 
internally consistent and with State Law. 
 
After many meetings with City departments and reviewing other cities’ 
requirements, there is a concern that making other changes would cause 
impacts greater than the problem. As described earlier, there are very few 
citations issued by the City for these situations, and most neighbors find ways 
to live together without additional City of Sunnyvale involvement in this area. 
 
Reviewed by:  
 
 
 
Hanson Hom, Director, Community Development 
Reviewed by: Trudi Ryan, Planning Officer 
Prepared by: Andrew Miner, Principal Planner 
 
Reviewed by: 
 
 
 
Don Johnson, Director, Public Safety 
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Approved by:  
 
 
 
Gary M. Luebbers 
City Manager 
 
Attachments 

A. 2009 Study Issue Paper 
B. State Law relating to Commercial Vehicle Definitions 
C. Examples of vehicle weights 
D. Draft Ordinance amendments to the Vehicle and Zoning Codes 
E. Examples vehicle limitations for home occupations in other cities 

 
























