
Design Guidelines

3
The core purpose of the DDF is to provide design guidelines that can be 
used by VTA, development partners, and others to inform and evaluate efforts 
to advance development of the VTA Block to create successful world-class 
TOD. For each of the guidelines, precedent studies, references to the City of 
San José’s Downtown Design Guidelines, and /or site specific analysis are 
provided where relevant to explain how the DDF design guidelines can best be 
applied to efforts to advance development of the VTA Block.

The DDF design guidelines provide concrete guidance for realizing the DDF 
vision. The DDF is built from five guiding principles, each of which explained in 
more detail in this chapter: 

•	 Public Realm Activation

•	 Improve Access and Connectivity

•	 Urban Character and Public Interfaces

•	 Historical Sensitivity

•	 Social Equity and Environmental Responsibility
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3.1 Public Realm Activation

One of the guiding principles of the DDF is the notion that the future 
development will provide active public spaces that are designed and 
programmed in ways that are inviting to the community. 

VTA’s majority ownership of the block, and collaboration with other 
owners on the block, provides unique opportunities to redesign the 
block in a coordinated and complementary manner. Rather than each 
property owner developing their property independently, the DDF 
advocates for a unified approach that also promotes flexibility, variety, 
and distinct architectural forms for each building. Such an approach 
ensures the creation of higher-quality TOD, and it allows each property 
owner to developer more square footage on its property than would be 
possible with each owner acting independently.

As Downtown’s growth in the early twentieth century was focused 
around transit and pedestrians, Downtown’s future is also very 
connected to restoring a vibrant mix of pedestrians, transit, and 
commercial, cultural, and social activities. The Downtown BART 
station will generate tens of thousands of new pedestrians daily. The 
DDF design guidelines seeks to leverage this transformational uptick 
in activity to create a dynamic and thriving urban environment on and 
around the VTA Block. Placing a plaza at the center of the VTA Block 
helps achieve this goal by: 

•	 Providing direct entry to/from the BART station from/to the plaza 
•	 Creating multiple connections and links between Downtown 

destinations through the VTA Block   
•	 Simplifying links to public transit, including to BART, and VTA 

light-rail on First and Second streets and public bus services all 
around the block and throughout Downtown 

•	 Providing pleasant and dynamic outdoor space and amenities 
for the public and occupants and users of adjacent development 

•	 Housing other elements and functions, such as public art, 
performance spaces, and retail uses that will help keep the site 
and area active, safe, and inviting 24/7 

San José, the greater Bay Area, and beyond have many precedents for 
public plazas, and some aspects are more successful than others. A 
few plaza precedents are shown in figures 3-08 through 3-15.

3 Design Guidelines
1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro StreetA
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street St John Street

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro Street

A
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street

Santa Clara StreetSanta Clara Street Santa Clara Street

TOJD Site - VTA owned VTA planned acquisition Other Owners

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose

Scale Comparison - Washington Square Park - NY Scale Comparison - Place des Vosges - Paris

Stanford University - Main Quad Scale Comparison - Union Square - SF

Scale Comparison - Trafalgar Square - London

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - City Hall Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - San Pedro Square

Scale Comparison - Time Square - NY

Site Context - Existing Green

Site Context - 3D Google Map Site Context - Main Streets

Site Context - Parcels

Context

Site parcels

Scale Comparison

Site Pictures

Surrounding Street

Landscape presence

DTSJ - TOD Studies l Site Context

Solar shading Analysis - Example for 21st of June 3PM Solar shading Analysis - Example for 1st of December 3PM

Site
Aerials

Fig. 3-01 Site Context - 3D Google Map Fig. 3-02 Site Context - Surrounding Streets

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro StreetA
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street St John Street

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro Street

A
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street

Santa Clara StreetSanta Clara Street Santa Clara Street

TOJD Site - VTA owned VTA planned acquisition Other Owners

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose

Scale Comparison - Washington Square Park - NY Scale Comparison - Place des Vosges - Paris

Stanford University - Main Quad Scale Comparison - Union Square - SF

Scale Comparison - Trafalgar Square - London

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - City Hall Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - San Pedro Square

Scale Comparison - Time Square - NY

Site Context - Existing Green

Site Context - 3D Google Map Site Context - Main Streets

Site Context - Parcels

Context

Site parcels

Scale Comparison

Site Pictures

Surrounding Street

Landscape presence

DTSJ - TOD Studies l Site Context

Solar shading Analysis - Example for 21st of June 3PM Solar shading Analysis - Example for 1st of December 3PM

Site
Aerials

Fig. 3-03 Site Context - Parcels Fig. 3-04 Site Context - Existing Green Space

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro StreetA
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street St John Street

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro Street

A
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street

Santa Clara StreetSanta Clara Street Santa Clara Street

TOJD Site - VTA owned VTA planned acquisition Other Owners

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose

Scale Comparison - Washington Square Park - NY Scale Comparison - Place des Vosges - Paris

Stanford University - Main Quad Scale Comparison - Union Square - SF

Scale Comparison - Trafalgar Square - London

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - City Hall Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - San Pedro Square

Scale Comparison - Time Square - NY

Site Context - Existing Green

Site Context - 3D Google Map Site Context - Main Streets

Site Context - Parcels

Context

Site parcels

Scale Comparison

Site Pictures

Surrounding Street

Landscape presence

DTSJ - TOD Studies l Site Context

Solar shading Analysis - Example for 21st of June 3PM Solar shading Analysis - Example for 1st of December 3PM

Site
Aerials

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro StreetA
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street St John Street

1st Street

2nd Street

3rd Street

M
arket Street

San Pedro Street

A
lm

aden Avenue

St John Street

Santa Clara StreetSanta Clara Street Santa Clara Street

TOJD Site - VTA owned VTA planned acquisition Other Owners

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose

Scale Comparison - Washington Square Park - NY Scale Comparison - Place des Vosges - Paris

Stanford University - Main Quad Scale Comparison - Union Square - SF

Scale Comparison - Trafalgar Square - London

Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - City Hall Scale Comparison - Downtown San Jose - San Pedro Square

Scale Comparison - Time Square - NY

Site Context - Existing Green

Site Context - 3D Google Map Site Context - Main Streets

Site Context - Parcels

Context

Site parcels

Scale Comparison

Site Pictures

Surrounding Street

Landscape presence

DTSJ - TOD Studies l Site Context

Solar shading Analysis - Example for 21st of June 3PM Solar shading Analysis - Example for 1st of December 3PM

Site
Aerials

VTA Owned VTA Planned Acquisition Other Owners



610 ft. 

445 ft.

575 ft.6 Acres

Parking 
Access

Parking 
Access

More density 
towards the station

3 Design Guidelines

Fig. 3-05 Existing Site Conditions and Dimensions

• Reduce block size to promote better architecture, increase 
views, increase wind flow for natural ventilation, and create 
multiple transportation routes for people who walk and bike and 
emergency and service vehicles.

Fig. 3-06 Guidelines for Relationship to Transit

• Place high density development near transit, particularly rail 
transit stations, to facilitate transit use.

• Locate commercial building lobbies near transit stops and 
stations.

• Do not create parking or vehicular access on streets with light 
rail or bus rapid transit.

• Locate vehicular curb cuts away from bus stops, rail stations, 
and light rail corridors.

• Place a building’s active frontages and amenities near rail transit 
stations and bus stops.

Fig. 3-07 Guidelines for Activation Around Transit

• Emphasize transit by orienting activities and amenities to 
stations.

• Place high density of development near transit.
• Keep transit stops and station areas active to promote safety 

and integrate transit into the activity of nearby development.
• Add benches and landscaping to benefit transit patrons.
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Fig. 3-08 Plaza de César Chávez

The Plaza de César Chávez is one of the oldest public spaces in 
the city, has a rich landscape, and is relatively well used. It is also 
surrounded by busy roads that separate it from its surrounding 
urban context, thereby limiting its potential for greater activation.

Fig. 3-10 Transbay Transit Center, San Francisco

The Salesforce Transit Center Park sits atop the roof of the 
transit facility, and this configuration has both pros and cons.  
An advantage of being on the rooftop is that the park becomes 
a quiet oasis removed from the busy, vehicular-oriented street. 
A disadvantage of being on the rooftop is that the park is less 
accessible to the public, and it does not directly connect with 
pedestrian-oriented activities.

Fig. 3-09 City Hall Plaza

The City Hall plaza is a partially enclosed functional public space.  
It suffers from a lack of landscape design and activation features 
such as shaded/sheltered areas and amenities such as cafe or 
retail spaces that would enhance experiences for visitors to the 
space. This plaza does successfully host many large-scale events 
and is reasonably well-suited for large events. 

3 Design Guidelines
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Fig. 3-11 Canary Wharf Station
London, England

Perhaps most critical to the successful activation 
of the plaza space is the fact that the new BART 
station will bring tens of thousand of passengers 
to and from the station every day.

Fig. 3-13 Outdoor Performance Space 
Marseille, France

Plaza activation will be further enhanced by creat-
ing the right mix of programming to the space. This 
could include both food and beverage (above) as 
well as event spaces for performances and infor-
mal gatherings (below).

Fig. 3-14 Public Art: The Bean
Chicago, Illinois

Public art is another key feature to activate the 
plaza and allow for community involvement.

Fig. 3-15 City Center DC
DC, Washington

Providing mid-block pedestrian links into the plaza 
will enhance connectivity and allow for additional 
active storefront spaces in the design.

Fig. 3-12 Spitalfield Market
London, England

3 Design Guidelines
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Fig. 3-16 Public Realm, Plaza and Water Features Fig. 3-17 Retail Area and Outdoor Seating

Precedent Project: City Center, Washington, DC

City Center in Washington, DC has a scale, density, and mix of 
uses that is similar to the VTA Block envisioned in the DDF. City 
Center is located one block from the Gallery Place/Chinatown 
Metro Station, and it sits at a crossroads between multiple cultural, 
institutional, and retail destinations. City Center utilizes its prime 
location and proximity to transit to leverage pedestrian activity and 
attract high-end retail tenants at ground level and integrate a range 
of commercial and residential spaces into the buildings above.

Previously enclosed by a single, vast structure, the new City 
Center breaks the site down into smaller, more pedestrian friendly 
blocks that bridge new connections between diverse downtown 
communities. Drawing inspiration from European street patterns that 
have more connectivity in the pedestrian grid, the scheme reinstates 
and expands upon the original alleyways system. 

The tree-lined avenues, complete with classic Washington ‘globe’ 
streetlights, are re-planted with local species that integrate 
seamlessly with the historic context. 

The following strategies from the City Center precedent are also 
fundamental to the design guidelines for the VTA Block included in 
the DDF:

• Dense mixed-use urban development

• Street-facing retail and residential units on upper levels 

• Public art and water features set within  a central plaza/courtyard

• Retail area and outdoor seating occupy the ground level for 
activation, connected by a series of pedestrian streets. 

3 Design Guidelines
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Fig. 3-18 City Center Urban Design Precedent 

Guideline: The DDF places great emphasis on activating the 
ground plane around the station by creating a dynamic public space 
at the heart of the VTA Block. The creation of a plaza is therefore 
essential.  The plaza should be surrounded by buildings, provide 
clear and direct access to the BART station, be active day and night, 
have good access to sun and daylight, protection from wind, be 
fully accessible with no steps or grade separations, and create easy 
connections to adjacent destinations. 

Fig. 3-19 City Center Urban Design Precedent 

3 Design Guidelines
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3 Design Guidelines

3.2 Improve Access and Connectivity

Understanding foreseeable pedestrian activity within and around 
the site is critical to understanding how the VTA Block can be 
designed to fit within, complement, and enhance a heart of 
Downtown’s urban fabric. Many popular destinations are within 
a short five minutes or less walk of the VTA Block. Figure 3-20 
shows the ‘Four Cornerstones,’ the cultural, civic, recreational, and 
academic/institutional destinations that surround the site. One of 
the core goals of VTA Block development is to simplify pedestrian 
movements to create more easy pedestrian connections to and 
from public transit. The figures that follow all demonstrate how vital 
connectivity is to the success of the VTA Block.

Compared to other urban grids, Downtown San José has large 
blocks that create longer walking distances.  New mid-block 
pedestrian connections, or paseos, are critical to creating a more 
walkable Downtown and to bring it closer to other more walkable 
urban centers, like New York, Washington DC, or San Francisco 
(see fig. 3-24 through 3-26). There is already a partial network 
of paseos in Downtown, although the existing paseos tend to be 
isolated fragments, rather than a coordinated and connected paseo 
network (see fig. 3-27).  Paseo connections like those envisioned 
in the DDF could provide inviting alternative routes for people 
who walk through Downtown, including by providing new options 
to access transit, like that which will be available at the future 
Downtown BART station.

Downtown 

San Jose

E Santa Clara St

S
 4th S

treet

S
 M

arket S
treet

Paseo St A
ntonio

To Em
ploym

ent Hub

Future

Connection

Fig. 3-20 Downtown Four Cornerstones
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• Use paseos to create routes to transit stations
• A paseo may have built space above or below the pedestrian 

surface as long as the paseo appears public and safe
• Design paseos with end-to-end visibility from connecting Public 

Space. Align and connect the ends of paseos with streets, 
other paseos, or open spaces

• A new paseo may be created only on a block that is over 3 
acres in size with over 400 feet between streets on the longest 
side

Fig. 3-22 Guidelines for Mid-Block Connections

30%50%

70%

• Create a streetwall* along at least 70% of the property or 
setback line when facing a Primary Addressing Street, at least 
50% when facing a Secondary Addressing Street and at least 
30%  when facing any other street

• Use buildings to create edges for streets and public parks
• Place buildings to preserve view corridors crossing the site, 

especially designated view corridors
• Bring buildings to the sidewalk to frame the street
*: Streetwalls are the front walls of buildings along the street edge.

Fig 3-23 Guidelines for Building Placement

Primary Addressing Street

140 ft.

196 ft.

140 ft.

• When developing parcels that make up more than 75% of the 
area of a block that exceeds the maximum size of 250 feet, 
divide the block so that all resulting blocks are less than 200 
feet in length

• When feasible, connect the ends of new streets or paseos with 
existing streets and paseos in adjacent blocks.

• Do not vacate (sell or give away) or construct buildings upon an 
existing public street right-of-way that lies along a view corridor

Fig. 3-21 Guidelines for Block Sizes

Existing S&L Building

3 Design Guidelines
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Downtown San José Downtown San Francisco Washington DC

430ft (130m)
570ft (175m) 460ft (140m)

320ft (100m)

5min walk

5min walk

230ft (70m)280ft (85m)

• San Francisco has the 3rd highest walk score (86.0/100) of 
all USA cities

• Downtown-Union Square has walk score of: 99/100, transit 
score of: 100/100 and a bike score of: 84/100

• San José City scores 33th in walkability (50.5/100) compared 
to all USA cities

• Downtown San José has walk score of: 77/100, transit score 
of:62/100 and a bike score of: 89/100

• Washington DC scores 9th in walkability (77.3/100) 
compared to all USA cities

• Downtown Washington has walk score of: 97/100, transit 
score of: 100/100 and a bike score of: 90/100 

5min walk

Fig. 3-24 (5) min. Walk Radius in Downtown San Jose. Fig. 3-25 (5) min. Walk Radius in Downtown San Francisco Fig. 3-26 (5) min. Walk Radius in Washington DC.
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Paseo Network Today - Existing and Proposed Vision for New Slow Movement Network

Metro

Site

Metro

Site

Existing passages, alleyways, paseos
Proposed passages, alleyways, paseos
Existing pathways

Fig. 3-27 Existing Passages Fig. 3-28 Proposed Passages
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Fig. 3-29 Melbourne, Australia Laneway Paseo Precedent

Precedent Project: Laneway Revitalization,
Melbourne, Australia 

“Laneways” are narrow streets and pedestrian paths established in 
Melbourne in the Victorian era. During the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries the laneways were privatized, closed off, and neglected. 
Today, the newly revitalized laneways  are popular attractions with 
high-quality paving materials and lighting, cafes, bars, street art, and 
cultural events. The revitalization of Melbourne’s laneways began in 
the early 1990s when the City of Melbourne and state government 
worked to protect and upgrade the remaining laneways. This was part 
of a larger laneway regeneration program intended to bring people 
back to the city after work hours by making the city an exciting, safe, 
and hospitable environment. 

Before: During the 19th and 20th centuries the laneways were 
privatized, closed off, built in, and neglected.

After: Pedestrian-priority spaces with no vehicular traffic, quality 
paving materials and custom designed lighting; obstacles, bollards, 
curbs, and redundant street elements removed; and activation 
programming like cultural and arts events instituted.

Methods used:

• Incentivize university population to live in the city: The city worked 
with universities to encourage the large international student 
population to live in the city and bring along cultural diversity and 
energy to public areas.

• Invitation to local retailers to take up laneway spaces: The streets 
were cleaned up, and active street frontages and mixed-use 
development were encouraged. Small local retailers, particularly 
cafés, were encouraged to move into the CBD and take up 
laneway spaces facing the street.

• Public art program: An ongoing, temporary public art program was 
developed, bringing a sense of excitement and discovery to the 
laneways.

• Nighttime activities: Nighttime activity was encouraged with 
incentives for retailers to stay open for longer hours.

Before After

3 Design Guidelines
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Nighttime activities

Nighttime activity was encouraged with incen-
tives for retailers to stay open for longer hours.

Incentivize university population 
to live in the city and bring along a 
cultural vibe

The city worked with universities to encourage 
the large international studen t population to 
live in the city and bring along cultural diversity 
and energy to public areas.

Invitation to local retailers to take up 
laneway spaces

The streets were cleaned up, and active street 
frontages and mixed-use development were 
encouraged. Small local retailers, particularly 
cafés, were encouraged to move into the CBD 
and take up laneway spaces facing the street. 

Public Art program

An ongoing, temporary public art program was 
developed, bringing a sense of excitement and 
discovery to the laneways. 

Fig. 3-30 Melbourne, Australia Laneways Retail Precedents
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Fig. 3-31 Paseo Dimensions Fig. 3-32 Site Circulation

Public Paseo Public Access

BART Patron

The Downtown BART station has entrances and exits on both the 
north and south sides of the station, with visual connectivity through 
the station to and from the plaza. The BART station has direct access 
to and from the plaza. The paseos envisioned in the DDF for the VTA 
block make the central plaza, BART station, and general area more 
accessible, walkable, and desirable from multiple directions.  

Based on our site analysis and precedent studies, the paseos have 
been sized to be greater than 25 feet wide with a wider paseo to the 
north of the station, as it will also provide periodic emergency and 
service access of the north entrance to the station, but be closed to 
all other vehicular traffic.
 
The DDF envisions that people will be able to easily access the 
site and its central plaza. The blue arrows in Fig. 3-32 represent 
pedestrian access routes which allow a convenient path of travel to 
and from all directions and potential destinations.
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Hotel Fairmont (Listed Building) Mixed-Use Residential60 ft (18m) 19 ft (5.6m)

180 ft (55m)

78 ft (24m)

50 ft (15m)

165 ft (50m)

40 ft (12m)

60 ft (18m)

230 ft (70m)

Rooftop Pool

Restaurant Retail RetailRetail

Co-working Space Office Space

Residential

Hotel Amenities

Hotel

Pedestrian Link

70 ft (20m)

33 ft (10m)

165 ft (50m)

Office Space

Housing Trust Silicon Valley

Paseo de San Antonio (1:3 to 1:4 ratio) Paseo between 2nd and 3rd Street (1:3 to 1:4 ratio) Towers @ 2nd Paseo (1: 2.5 to 1:5 ratio)

Fig. 3-33 Paseo de San Antonio Analysis Fig. 3-34 Paseo Between 2nd and 3rd Street Analysis Fig. 3-35 The Mercury News Paseo Analysis
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Towers @ 2nd

The Mercury News

Towers @ 2nd

37



Precedent Project: Santana Row

A more local example is Santana Row, a high-end shopping 
center that recreates a European urban shopping experience 
with sidewalk cafés and a “park once” strategy that is enabled by 
structured parking at access points. Recognizing that this is not a 
precedent from a historic downtown , Santana Row’s commercial 
success is partially based on the fact that it replicates the small-
scale  pedestrian-friendly experience of a  nineteenth century tree-
lined European city street with human-scale and active shopfronts. 
Santana Row’s building heights and street and sidewalk widths are 
scaled to complement each other nicely. Wider sidewalks provide 
space for outdoor seating and dining, and trees on the edge of the 
sidewalk provide shade and beauty.      

Fig. 3-36 Santana Row Buildings and Walkways

3 Design Guidelines

Another important aspect of pedestrian connectivity and access is 
intuitive circulation and easy navigation through public spaces. VTA 
has been engaged with the City of San José on wayfinding efforts 
that will help people navigate Downtown by making it easier to identify 
and find key destinations, including transit stops. This program should 
be consulted as part of continuing efforts to make Downtown more 
accessible, understandable, and enjoyable for all.

Guideline: The DDF recommends that the existing paseo network 
in Downtown be expanded and enhanced, including by  dividing 
the VTA Block into a discrete set of developable parcels that help 
create an environment for better connectivity. The paseos should 
be pedestrian friendly and sufficiently wide to allow for landscaping, 
outdoor seating, and other amenities. 
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Parking
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Cinema

Plaza

Office
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Oak tree 
lounge
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Bar/restaurant
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Fig. 3-38 Santana Row Precedent Plan ViewFig. 3-37 Santana Row Precedent Section
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3.3 Urban Character and Public Interfaces

As described in Chapter 2 - Historical Context, development in 
Downtown is commonly not set back from the sidewalk, and there 
is a historic building height datum of 40 to 60 feet (or three to four 
stories), particularly along the historic Santa Clara Street corridor. 
The City of San José’s Downtown Design Guidelines reference 
this historic precedent, and recommend a 40 to 60 foot datum for 
a ‘podium’ of front-facing construction, and towers should be set 
back above this point. To align with city guidelines and create a 
unified approach for VTA Block development, the DDF embraces 
the ‘podium’ concept included in the City of San José’s Downtown 
Design Guidelines. 

The DDF envisions more solid building bases up to the podium level 
and that the towers above are set back and articulated with geometry 
and materials that are different than the podium base. The point of 
transition between the podium base and the setback towers above  
also creates opportunities for occupiable amenity spaces at the 
podium level, such as landscaped terraces, recreation space, and 
outdoor seating areas with retail uses like food and beverage.  

Fig. 3-39 Artistic Impression of BART Station

3 Design Guidelines
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Station Related 
Activities

First Street Historic 
Commercial Corridor

Santa Clara 
Commercial Corridor

Local Retail and Food 
& Beverages

Fig. 3-42 Guidelines for Arrangement of ActivitiesDO - Bring tower massing to ground level and 
use Skyline Level articulation (see Section 4.3.2) 
to reduce bulk and increase verticality.

4.3.1 Podium Level Massing (Below 70 Feet in Height)

Engage the Podium Level massing with the 
Public Realm and help support a human-
scale Streetscape.

PUT PEOPLE FIRST

b. DO - Divide a building over 100’ in width with 
breaks in massing and architectural articulation.

< 80'

< 80'

< 80'

>100'
Long, 
unbroken 
facades

c. DO NOT leave 
the Skyline Level 
unanchored to the 
ground.

d. DO - Extend Skyline 
Level tower massing 
to ground level. See 
photo example in 
Section 4.4.6.

a. DO NOT create a long building that breaks the 
human scale rhythm of the street.

RATIONALE
As the tower forms of the Skyline Level 
defi ne the city image from distant views, 
Podium Level massing defi nes the experi-
ence at the ground level.

Podium Level massing requires articulation 
and scaled elements. Height limits and 
upper level setbacks are used to create tran-
sitions in height, bulk, and scale. Extending 
towers to the ground (while acknowledging 
the lower levels) aids in creating verticality 
and visual lightness. Podium Levels with 
towers on top, like candles on a cake, leave 
the skyline unanchored to the ground, 
reducing legibility and creating wide, stubby 
forms.

GUIDELINES
a. Emphasize the intersection of any two 

Addressing Streets (see Section 2.2) 
through corner building form and detail.

b. Use Podium Level massing to frame 
on-site open spaces.

c. Use massing to enhance access to 
daylight and ventilation in interior spaces.

d. Shape massing to protect any view corri-
dors running across the site (see Section 
2.5).

e. Continue the Skyline Level massing to 
the ground through the Podium Level for 
at least 30 percent of the Skyline Level’s 
facade length on the side of the building 
that contains the primary pedestrian 
entrance.

STANDARDS
• Divide Podium Level building massing 

facing Public Space that creates a facade 
wider than 100 feet into visibly articu-
lated smaller masses no wider than 80 
feet using projections and recesses, 
materials, shadow relief, or other archi-
tectural elements (refer to diagram).

RELATED GUIDELINES
3.2.2 - Building Placement

4.3.3 - Streetwall

4.3.4 - Sunlight

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• MS-2.11, CD-4.5
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DO - Bring tower massing to ground level and 
use Skyline Level articulation (see Section 4.3.2) 
to reduce bulk and increase verticality.

4.3.1 Podium Level Massing (Below 70 Feet in Height)

Engage the Podium Level massing with the 
Public Realm and help support a human-
scale Streetscape.

PUT PEOPLE FIRST

b. DO - Divide a building over 100’ in width with 
breaks in massing and architectural articulation.

< 80'

< 80'

< 80'

>100'
Long, 
unbroken 
facades

c. DO NOT leave 
the Skyline Level 
unanchored to the 
ground.

d. DO - Extend Skyline 
Level tower massing 
to ground level. See 
photo example in 
Section 4.4.6.

a. DO NOT create a long building that breaks the 
human scale rhythm of the street.

RATIONALE
As the tower forms of the Skyline Level 
defi ne the city image from distant views, 
Podium Level massing defi nes the experi-
ence at the ground level.

Podium Level massing requires articulation 
and scaled elements. Height limits and 
upper level setbacks are used to create tran-
sitions in height, bulk, and scale. Extending 
towers to the ground (while acknowledging 
the lower levels) aids in creating verticality 
and visual lightness. Podium Levels with 
towers on top, like candles on a cake, leave 
the skyline unanchored to the ground, 
reducing legibility and creating wide, stubby 
forms.

GUIDELINES
a. Emphasize the intersection of any two 

Addressing Streets (see Section 2.2) 
through corner building form and detail.

b. Use Podium Level massing to frame 
on-site open spaces.

c. Use massing to enhance access to 
daylight and ventilation in interior spaces.

d. Shape massing to protect any view corri-
dors running across the site (see Section 
2.5).

e. Continue the Skyline Level massing to 
the ground through the Podium Level for 
at least 30 percent of the Skyline Level’s 
facade length on the side of the building 
that contains the primary pedestrian 
entrance.

STANDARDS
• Divide Podium Level building massing 

facing Public Space that creates a facade 
wider than 100 feet into visibly articu-
lated smaller masses no wider than 80 
feet using projections and recesses, 
materials, shadow relief, or other archi-
tectural elements (refer to diagram).

RELATED GUIDELINES
3.2.2 - Building Placement

4.3.3 - Streetwall

4.3.4 - Sunlight

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• MS-2.11, CD-4.5
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Confi gure non-residential ground fl oor space 
for Active Frontage, character, and human 
scale.

5.3.2 Ground Floor Non-Residential Space
MIX USES AND ACTIVITIES

a. Frequent entries into leasable space and high 
fl oor-to-ceiling clear heights create a fl exible 
space able to host many potential users.

b. DO - Use 50 foot minimum depth for 50% of 
Commercial Space along a Primary Addressing 
Street and SoFA Addressing street.

DO - Create frequent commercial entries even if 
the space is initially occupied by a single tenant.

50' Example: Offi  ce

50' Example: Retail

RATIONALE
Because of the importance of Active 
Frontages and the long life spans of most 
buildings, a building's Pedestrian Level 
should include a high level of fl exibility to 
accommodate not only present but future 
needs for high quality Commercial Space.

GUIDELINES
a. Create retail bays and entries at least 

every 25 to 35 feet to allow multiple 
storefronts, even if initial retail tenants 
occupy more than one bay.

b. Design accommodation for restaurant 
sewerage utilities into the building, such 
as grease traps and interceptors.

c. For fl exibility, anticipate restaurant 
requirements in the design of ground 
fl oor retail space, including incorporat-
ing venting in the design, even if it is not 
actually installed during construction.

d. To preserve transparency, do not place 
a structural column over two feet wide 
within 8 feet of a street corner.

e. Design buildings along any Addressing 
Street (see Section 2.2) without struc-
tural features that would prevent the 
reconfi guration of the ground fl oor to 
at-grade retail use at some future time.

f. Create a distinctive architectural char-
acter with features like higher arcade 
height, cornice line height, and ceiling 
height at street corners.

g. Incorporate elements of nearby buildings 
such as recessed doorways or distinctive 
fenestration patterns.

h. If used, integrate a security gate archi-
tecturally with the ground fl oor facade.

i. Create vertical and horizontal human-
scale with elements such as window 
proportions, facade articulation, 
canopies, and awnings.

STANDARDS
a. Create entries every 35 feet or less along 

the SoFA Addressing Street (see Section 
2.2).

b. Provide a minimum 16 feet clear height 
(18 feet optimal) to fi nished ceiling in 
ground fl oor Commercial Space except 
along the SoFA Addressing Street (see 
Section 2.2).

c. Provide a minimum 20 feet clear height 
to fi nished ceiling in ground fl oor 
Commercial Space along the SoFA 
Addressing Street (see Section 2.2).

d. Maintain clearance of at least 4 feet 
between a dropped ceiling and a clere-
story window (see Diagram a).

e. Design at least 50 percent of a build-
ing’s Commercial Space along a Primary 
Addressing Street or SoFA Addressing 
Street a minimum of 50 feet deep (60 feet 
preferred) behind the building facade. 
Design the remaining Commercial Space 
a minimum of 25 feet deep.

f. Do not use permanent fences between the 
building and Public Realm except to screen 
service functions and equipment.

g. Fences and plantings (except those 
screening garbage and utilities) may not 
be greater than 3 feet tall.

RELATED GUIDELINES
4.4.3 - Materials and Colors

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• CD-2.8, CD-1.11, CD-1.12, LU-5.7

16' 
min.

Finished ceiling

Minimum ceiling 
distance from 
clerestory window

Clerestory 
window

4'
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GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• MS-2.11, CD-4.5
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4.3.3 Streetwall

Use the Streetwall to defi ne the 
adjacent Public Realm and create 
an enclosed urban space.

PUT PEOPLE FIRST

a. Primary Addressing Street 
(minimum 70% Streetwall)

b. Secondary Addressing Street 
(minimum 50% Streetwall)

c. DO - Use encroachments above Public Space to 
add visual interest.

Surfaces within 10 feet 
of the property or along 
the setback line are part 
of the Streetwall

20'

20' 
min.

3' 3' 
min.min.

4' max. 
depth

25' 25' 
max. max. 
widthwidth

Encroachment 
separation 
min. 50% of 
encroachment 
width

20'

Maintain 
Streetwall within 
20’ of corner for 
all street types

RATIONALE
The Streetwall is the building facade along 
a public street, Public Open Space, or paseo 
from ground level to 70 feet. Urban streets 
and open spaces benefi t from more linear 
and visually defi ned Streetwalls and a more 
urban treatment. Natural open spaces 
require less urban treatments, with greater 
permeability between the open space and 
the adjacent built form. Breaks in the street 
wall are opportunities for mid-block pedes-
trian connections and Privately-Owned 
Public Open Spaces (see section 3.4.1).

Encroachments of Occupied Space such as 
balconies or bay windows over Public Space 
can create a more interesting and varied 
Streetwall. The Design Guidelines document 
gives guidance for encroachments, but 
also refer to Section 13.37 of the San José 
Municipal Code and Section 3202 of the 
Building Code, as may be amended, for 
encroachment permit requirements.

GUIDELINES
a. Orient buildings parallel to adjacent 

streets.

b. Enhance Streetwall facades with architec-
tural details to create interest and variety 
for pedestrians.

c. Use transparency and high quality, durable 
materials in Streetwall facades.

STANDARDS
a. For a portion of the facade to be a 

Streetwall, it must lie within 10 feet of the 
property line or within 3 feet of the setback 
line for at least 60% of the distance from 
ground level to the top of that portion of 
the building, to a maximum of 70 feet.

b. Create a Streetwall along a Primary 
Addressing Street or SoFA Addressing 
Street (see Section 2.2) along at least 70% 
of the property or setback line.

c. Create a Streetwall along a Secondary 
Addressing Street (see Section 2.2) along 
at least 50% of the property or setback 
line.

d. Create a Streetwall along an Urban Park/
Plaza Frontage (see Section 2.2) along at 
least 70% of the property or setback line.

e. Create a Streetwall along an Open Space 
Frontage (see Section 2.2) along at most 
60% of the property or setback line.

f. Create a Streetwall along an Other Street 
(see Section 2.2) for at least 30% of the 
property or setback line.

g. At the corner of intersecting streets, 
(excluding alleys), emphasize the inter-
section by maintaining the Streetwall 
along both streets for at least 20 feet.

h. Maintain a 20 foot minimum clearance 
above Public Space for an encroachment 
of Occupied Space.
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Fig. 3-40 Guidelines for Podium Level Massing 

DO NOT create a long 
building that breaks the 
human scale of the street

DO NOT leave the Skyline 
Level unanchored to the 
ground

DO -Divide a building 
over 100’ in width with 
breaks in massing

DO -Extend Skyline 
Level tower massing to 
ground level

DO -Maintain Streetwall  
within 20 ft of corner of 
all street types

DO -Use 50 ft min depth 
for 50% of Commercial 
Space along a Primary 
Addressing Street 

Fig. 3-41 Guidelines for Creating Massing Transitions

H:25ft

H:267ft

Affected area

Affected area
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4.2.2 Massing Relationship to Context

Create massing transitions 
between high-rises and lower-scale 
development.

BE AUTHENTIC TO SAN JOSE

c. Rear Transition  - Height maximum 70' 
within 20’ of property line

b. Width Transition  - Facade  segments no 
more than 30’ wider than historic buildings

a. Height Transition  - Five foot stepback  at 
an elevation between 25 and 50 feet high

5’ minimum 
stepback 
between 
25-50' high

New 
building

New 
building

New 
building

Podium facade  
segmentation 
above ground 
level with 5' 
min. gap

Rear 
height 
transition

Max. 70' 
height

Min. 20' 
from 
property 
line

RATIONALE

In some Downtown locations, tall new build -
ings will be adjacent to historic buildings of 
lower height and to properties at the edge of 
Downtown where the General Plan land use 
designation limits buildings to lower heights. 
In these conditions, a massing transition for 
the tall buildings to the lower height context  
creates compatibility between new and old.

GUIDELINES

•  Use horizontal and vertical massing 
elements to complement existing context 
buildings.

STANDARDS

a.  Height Transition (see Illustration a):  If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
the street from or adjacent to either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The new building must step back its 
street-facing facade  5 feet minimum from 
the front parcel or setback  line at an eleva -
tion between 25 and 50 feet.

b. Width Transition (see Illustration b):  If a 
new building is across the street from or 
adjacent to a historic building that is both:

1. 45 feet tall or less

2.  More than 30 feet narrower than the 
new building

The new building must create gaps in 
the  Podium Level
to divide its street-facing massing into 
segments no more than 30 feet wider 
than the widest of the applicable historic 
buildings. Gaps must be 5 feet minimum 
width and depth.

Note: There is no need to limit the 
massing width of a building adjacent to 
historic buildings that occupy their full 
lot width, such as historic storefronts. 
Thus, if a historic building's street-facing 
facade  continues to within 5 feet of its 
parcel edges, it does not trigger the Width 
Transition requirement.

c.  Rear Transition (see Illustration c): If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
a parcel line interior to a block from either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The rear portion of new building must 
maintain a transitional height of 70 feet 

property line.

RELATED GUIDELINES

4.2.3 - Civic Icon Adjacency
4.2.4 - Historic Adjacency

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

•  CD-5.3, LU-9.6, LU-14.9, CD-1.14, CD-2.3, 
CD-4.5, CD-4.8, CD-1.12DO - A lower massing element creates a 

transition to shorter buildings nearby.
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Podium Level massing requires articulation 
and scaled elements. Height limits and 
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sitions in height, bulk, and scale. Extending 
towers to the ground (while acknowledging 
the lower levels) aids in creating verticality 
and visual lightness. Podium Levels with 
towers on top, like candles on a cake, leave 
the skyline unanchored to the ground, 
reducing legibility and creating wide, stubby 
forms.

GUIDELINES
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Addressing Streets (see Section 2.2) 
through corner building form and detail.

b. Use Podium Level massing to frame 
on-site open spaces.

c. Use massing to enhance access to 
daylight and ventilation in interior spaces.

d. Shape massing to protect any view corri-
dors running across the site (see Section 
2.5).

e. Continue the Skyline Level massing to 
the ground through the Podium Level for 
at least 30 percent of the Skyline Level’s 
facade length on the side of the building 
that contains the primary pedestrian 
entrance.

STANDARDS
• Divide Podium Level building massing 

facing Public Space that creates a facade 
wider than 100 feet into visibly articu-
lated smaller masses no wider than 80 
feet using projections and recesses, 
materials, shadow relief, or other archi-
tectural elements (refer to diagram).

RELATED GUIDELINES
3.2.2 - Building Placement

4.3.3 - Streetwall

4.3.4 - Sunlight

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• MS-2.11, CD-4.5
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Scale 1”=200’Scale 1”=200’3.2.2 Building Placement

Line the edges of blocks with buildings to 
frame the surrounding Public Space.

CREATE LEGIBILITY

RATIONALE
The purpose of an urban environment is 
to enable connection between people and 
activities. Buildings need to be near each 
other, not placed at a distance behind 
parking or vegetation. Greater separa-
tion of buildings and more landscaping at 
block edges may appear “green” but are 
unsustainable and unhealthy because they 
cause people to walk less and drive more. 
Buildings placed at block edges also create 
an attractive urban space by defining the 
space of the street, and a public face of 
the building distinct from interior facades. 
A close connection between buildings and 
Public Space also creates a safer urban area 
through casual surveillance and eyes on the 
street.

For most of Downtown, a pattern of build-
ings lining the edges of streets and other 
Public Spaces is already set. New buildings 
in these areas can fit in by following this 
configuration. This pattern is not as firmly 
set for parcels and blocks within the Diridon 
area, and it is critical to establish it with new 
development.

GUIDELINES
a. Use buildings to create edges for streets 

and public parks.

b. Place buildings to preserve any desig-
nated view corridors crossing the site 
(see Section 2.5).

STANDARDS
• Place a ground level building facade 

along 70% of each parcel's Public-Space-
facing property lines (within 10 feet) or 
setback lines (within 3 feet). Streets for 
this standard do not include Highways 
87 or 280, highway ramps, or railroad 
alignments. For a project located within 
a historic district or context, refer to 
adopted historic district guidelines and 
to Guideline (f) in Section 4.2.4.

a. DO - Buildings lining the streets frame the 

Public Realm and create private space in the 

block interior. Small gaps in the built form do not 

diminish the overall structure.

b. DO NOT - Buildings set back from adjacent 

streets leave undefined open spaces and have a 

poor visual relationship to the Public Realm.

Public 
Park

Semi-
Private or 
Private 
Open Space

Street

Street

Street

Street
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RELATED GUIDELINES
3.4.1 - Locating Privately-Owned Public 
Open Space

3.4.2 - Locating Ground Level Semi-Private 
Open Space

4.3.1 - Podium Level Massing

4.3.3 - Streetwall

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE
• MS-2.3, CD-1.9, CD-2.3, H3.2, LU-11.4, 

LU-13.2, CD-4.10

Private spaces in 
block interior

DO - Bring buildings to the sidewalk to frame 
the street.
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4.2.2 Massing Relationship to Context

Create massing transitions 
between high-rises and lower-scale 
development.

BE AUTHENTIC TO SAN JOSE

c. Rear Transition  - Height maximum 70' 
within 20’ of property line

b. Width Transition  - Facade  segments no 
more than 30’ wider than historic buildings

a. Height Transition  - Five foot stepback  at 
an elevation between 25 and 50 feet high

5’ minimum 
stepback 
between 
25-50' high

New 
building

New 
building

New 
building

Podium facade  
segmentation 
above ground 
level with 5' 
min. gap

Rear 
height 
transition

Max. 70' 
height

Min. 20' 
from 
property 
line

RATIONALE

In some Downtown locations, tall new build -
ings will be adjacent to historic buildings of 
lower height and to properties at the edge of 
Downtown where the General Plan land use 
designation limits buildings to lower heights. 
In these conditions, a massing transition for 
the tall buildings to the lower height context  
creates compatibility between new and old.

GUIDELINES

•  Use horizontal and vertical massing 
elements to complement existing context 
buildings.

STANDARDS

a.  Height Transition (see Illustration a):  If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
the street from or adjacent to either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The new building must step back its 
street-facing facade  5 feet minimum from 
the front parcel or setback  line at an eleva -
tion between 25 and 50 feet.

b. Width Transition (see Illustration b):  If a 
new building is across the street from or 
adjacent to a historic building that is both:

1. 45 feet tall or less

2.  More than 30 feet narrower than the 
new building

The new building must create gaps in 
the  Podium Level
to divide its street-facing massing into 
segments no more than 30 feet wider 
than the widest of the applicable historic 
buildings. Gaps must be 5 feet minimum 
width and depth.

Note: There is no need to limit the 
massing width of a building adjacent to 
historic buildings that occupy their full 
lot width, such as historic storefronts. 
Thus, if a historic building's street-facing 
facade  continues to within 5 feet of its 
parcel edges, it does not trigger the Width 
Transition requirement.

c.  Rear Transition (see Illustration c): If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
a parcel line interior to a block from either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The rear portion of new building must 
maintain a transitional height of 70 feet 

property line.

RELATED GUIDELINES

4.2.3 - Civic Icon Adjacency
4.2.4 - Historic Adjacency

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

•  CD-5.3, LU-9.6, LU-14.9, CD-1.14, CD-2.3, 
CD-4.5, CD-4.8, CD-1.12DO - A lower massing element creates a 

transition to shorter buildings nearby.
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3 Design Guidelines

Blue background denotes direct extract from the San Jose Downtown Design Guidelines
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4.2.2 Massing Relationship to Context

Create massing transitions 
between high-rises and lower-scale 
development.

BE AUTHENTIC TO SAN JOSE

c. Rear Transition  - Height maximum 70' 
within 20’ of property line

b. Width Transition  - Facade  segments no 
more than 30’ wider than historic buildings

a. Height Transition  - Five foot stepback  at 
an elevation between 25 and 50 feet high

5’ minimum 
stepback 
between 
25-50' high

New 
building

New 
building

New 
building

Podium facade  
segmentation 
above ground 
level with 5' 
min. gap

Rear 
height 
transition

Max. 70' 
height

Min. 20' 
from 
property 
line

RATIONALE

In some Downtown locations, tall new build -
ings will be adjacent to historic buildings of 
lower height and to properties at the edge of 
Downtown where the General Plan land use 
designation limits buildings to lower heights. 
In these conditions, a massing transition for 
the tall buildings to the lower height context  
creates compatibility between new and old.

GUIDELINES

•  Use horizontal and vertical massing 
elements to complement existing context 
buildings.

STANDARDS

a.  Height Transition (see Illustration a):  If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
the street from or adjacent to either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The new building must step back its 
street-facing facade  5 feet minimum from 
the front parcel or setback  line at an eleva -
tion between 25 and 50 feet.

b. Width Transition (see Illustration b):  If a 
new building is across the street from or 
adjacent to a historic building that is both:

1. 45 feet tall or less

2.  More than 30 feet narrower than the 
new building

The new building must create gaps in 
the  Podium Level
to divide its street-facing massing into 
segments no more than 30 feet wider 
than the widest of the applicable historic 
buildings. Gaps must be 5 feet minimum 
width and depth.

Note: There is no need to limit the 
massing width of a building adjacent to 
historic buildings that occupy their full 
lot width, such as historic storefronts. 
Thus, if a historic building's street-facing 
facade  continues to within 5 feet of its 
parcel edges, it does not trigger the Width 
Transition requirement.

c.  Rear Transition (see Illustration c): If a 
new building 100 feet tall or more is across 
a parcel line interior to a block from either:

1. A historic building 45 feet tall or less

2.  A site for residential use that is 
limited to a building 45 feet tall or 
less

The rear portion of new building must 
maintain a transitional height of 70 feet 

property line.

RELATED GUIDELINES

4.2.3 - Civic Icon Adjacency
4.2.4 - Historic Adjacency

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

•  CD-5.3, LU-9.6, LU-14.9, CD-1.14, CD-2.3, 
CD-4.5, CD-4.8, CD-1.12DO - A lower massing element creates a 

transition to shorter buildings nearby.
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1850, San José became the first capital and has been an important place in 
California history. 

San José debuted its electric streetcar system in 1888, replacing the horse-
drawn carts that had been the dominant mode since 1868.

View from First Street, one of the main retail streets in San José

Downtown was the business, civic and social center of the agriculturally rich 
Santa Clara Valley 

In 1934, the city moved its rail tracks from Fourth Street to the west end of 
downtown, where it built Cahill Station. 

With the streetcar taken away from the city centre, streets were dominated by 
cars
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3.1 Historical analysis - San Jose timeline through historic photos
1800-Today
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40-60 ft
Podium

A historical datum of 40 to 60 feet exists along Santa 
Clara Street as a podium, and the DDF is aligned with 
the City of San Jose guidelines in recommending that 
this feature of the urban frontage be respected.

Fig. 3-44 (1910) View of First St. Fig. 3-45 (1950) View of First St.
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Precedent Project: Hearst Tower, New York, NY

In this project, a new tower was constructed on top of an existing 
historic building. The tower above has a distinctly modern glass 
façade with a different geometry and material expression that clearly 
distinguishes it from the more solid masonry materials expressed in 
the historic building below. The way the building meets the ground 
and the pedestrian experience at street level remains at a human 
scale, and is not impacted by the new development above.  

It is likely that all buildings on the block will not be developed at the 
same time, and VTA would prefer that  world-class TOD on the block 
be realized in a manner that promotes a variety of creative expressions 
(e.g., by different architects, with distinct characteristics from one 
building to another, etc.). However, VTA also recognizes that the 
most successful TOD is integrated with the community around it 
while adhering to certain common principles that provide unity and 
coordination within and between developments. Creating a framework 
to establish coherence while maintaining flexibility is at the core of the 
DDF. 

Fig. 3-46 Hearst Tower, NYC Fig. 3-47 View down 8th St.
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Guideline: To maintain cohesive urban character and public 
interfaces, the DDF recommends the following:

•	 All new buildings should adhere to an approximately  60 foot 
podium height from ground level

•	 Lower podium buildings should be clad with high-quality solid 
materials like stone or concrete that are appropriate for the 
historic context 

•	 Towers above the podium should be architecturally 
distinguished from the podium building through setbacks, 
changes of material, or other methods. Material selected for 
the towers should be high-quality, convey permanence, and be 
environmentally appropriate (both in their sourcing and their 
embodied carbon) 

•	 Rooftop space created from stepping-back towers at the 
top of podium levels should be utilized as outdoor amenity 
spaces, such as landscaped terraces or recreation space for 
commercial or residential uses, or food and beverage outdoor 
seating areas for retail use, as feasible.

•	 Rooftop spaces on top of towers should also be occupiable 
wherever feasible and appropriate in order to provide outdoor 
amenity spaces that have views of the surrounding city and 
landscape

•	 The massing of the towers should be stepped in ways that 
maximize daylight to the plaza, provide views for occupants, 
and avoid casting shadows on St. James Park

Fig. 3-48 Artistic Impression of BART TOD
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Fig. 3-49 Historic San Jose Building and Loan Association Building
2019 (Top) and 1930 (Bottom)

 

VTA’s BART Silicon Valley—Phase II Extension Project
Finding of Effect for Architectural Resources 4-20 October 2017

The two-part commercial block building, constructed around 1880, has a double 
storefront with plate glass windows over a marble lower wall. Both entrances to the 
building are recessed. Above the storefront windows and extending the width of the 
building is a leaded glass clerestory, with three hopper sashes. A marble sign engraved 
with the building name appears above the clerestory, while a cartouche inscribed with 
the year 1867, the year the Clayton Company was founded, is located on the west side 
of the sign. The second floor contains three sets of Chicago windows (recessed fixed 
wood frame windows flanked by single light casements and fixed windows above).  The 
façade ornamentation, including a dentilated cornice at the stringcourse and parapet 
roof, is the character-defining element of this building. The current appearance of the 
building is the result of many alterations over the course of its existence. By around 
1915, the leaded glass clerestory was added to the western portion of the façade (34 
West Santa Clara Street). In 1922, the façade was heavily altered, resulting in the 
building’s current appearance.45

Although a previous evaluation concluded that this building appeared to be significant 
as a distinct example of a nineteenth century commercial building,46 JRP’s evaluation 
stated that the extensive remodeling of the building’s façade changed its original 
nineteenth century design. The core of the building likely dates to the 1870s, but the 
building does not otherwise retain integrity of materials, workmanship, feeling, and 
association to that period. Nevertheless, as a 1920s building, it appears to be an 
important example of early twentieth century commercial construction (Criterion C), and 
retains integrity to convey that significance. This building also appears to be significant 
for its association with the influential real estate firm of James A. Clayton and Company 
(Criterion A). The alterations were made during the time of this company’s association 
with the building and, therefore, these changes do not detract from its significance.47

Section 5.3.8 includes a discussion of the application of the Criteria of Adverse Effect 
[36 CFR 800.5(a)] to this historic property.

4.2.9 81 West Santa Clara Street
(Map Reference E-23) 

The San Jose Building and Loan building at 81 West Santa Clara Street was 
determined individually eligible for the National Register under Criterion C in 2003. Its 
period of significance is 1926, its construction date, and the historic property boundary 

45 Historic Building Permits for 34 West Santa Clara Street, Permit #577, on file at History San Jose, Kelly Park; and 
Toni Webb, DPR 523 Form for 34 West Santa Clara Street, prepared for JRP, “Technical Memorandum: Historical 
Resources Evaluation Report for SVRTC EIS/EIR Alternatives,” Draft, January 2003. 
46 Laffey, Historic Resources Inventory Form for 34 West Santa Clara Street.  JRP revisited the building because this 
previous survey was more than five years old. 
47 Webb, DPR 523 Form for 34 West Santa Clara Street. 

“Determined eligible for listing in the NRHP through a formal process involving federal 
agencies”
- Silicon Valley Rapid Transit Corridor Final EIS

3.4 Historic Sensitivity

Given the site’s prominent location in Downtown and the varied 
character of the architecture along the four adjacent streets that 
bound the site, it is important that new development on the VTA Block 
remains of a scale and character that complements neighboring 
developments. To some extent, the use of the aforementioned 
guidelines in this chapter regarding podium height, materials, and 
setbacks will all contribute to the creation of new buildings which feel 
appropriate within their context. 

A few other key historic factors are highlighted by the DDF for future 
consideration: 

First, the historic Building and Loan structure located at 81 West 
Santa Clara has been listed as a potential historic resource and 
eligible for  listing in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) 
through a formal process involving federal agencies. The building 
sits at the middle of the block, adjacent to the future BART station. 
This property is also privately owned and not under VTA’s control.  
The building is of a scale and quality that it could fit very well within 
the podium concept already articulated in the DDF. Any future 
development that interacts with this site requires sensitivity regarding 
the historic building so that its historic character is not diminished. 
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Option E
View Analysis – View to St James Park 23%

Views 
(Park)

25% 50% 75%0% 100%

N

Fig. 3-53 St. James Park Fig. 3-54 View from North-West

Fig. 3-51 St. James Square Historic District Map Fig. 3-52 View from North-East

Another key historic consideration is that the northwest corner of 
the site, which is diagonally opposite St James Park, falls within the 
boundaries of the St James Park Historic District. While the existing 
building on this site does not appear to be historic, the St James Park 
Historic District guidelines would limit the building height for any new 
development on this site to only one story taller than any adjacent 
buildings, or, in any case, no greater than 70 feet. The future buildings 
that would be adjacent to a future building at the corner of St John 
and First Street would likely be taller than 70 feet.

The St James Park Revitalization Strategy has been developing plans 
to renovate and activate St James Park including plans for event 
spaces, playgrounds and a Park Paseo and Monument Walk. Last 
updated in 2019, the 25% Plans show a children’s playground facing 
the corner of St. Johns and First streets. The Levitt Pavilion is also 
planned for the park; it would be a venue for future performances 
and events. Revitalization of St James Park would create valuable 
amenities for the community that would complement the VTA Block.

With St James Park’s proximity in mind, another key consideration for 
future development of the VTA Block is to minimize shadows cast over 
the park, which could happen in the afternoons during winter months 
when the angle of the sun is lower.

All of these factors should be considered as part of future activities to 
advance development of the VTA Block. 
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These figures show other key destinations within a 15 min walking 
distance of the VTA Block. These destinations make up the ‘4 
cornerstones’ of critical adjacencies: University/Education ([4] San 
Jose State University), Civic and Iconic Buildings ([1] City Hall and [2] 
SAP Center), Cultural and Arts ([8] Center for Performing Arts and 
[6] Museum of Innovation) and Historical/Cultural landmarks (Post 
Office building, San Pedro Square, Bank of Italy) 

Fig. 3-55 Downtown San Jose Landmark Destinations Map Fig. 3-56 Landmark Destinations

Guideline: While neither of the two properties with constraints created by historic buildings or 
districts are owned by VTA, sensitivities associated with these sites must be taken into account as 
part of activities to advance development of the VTA Block. Further consultation with the City of San 
José will also be needed to ensure that VTA Block massing adheres to local regulations, including the 
following recommendations of the DDF:

•	 The corner parcel at St. John and First Street, diagonally opposite St. James Park, must be 
designed in a manner that considers its impact on the park and the St James Park Historic 
District. A shadow study should be undertaken to determine any potential impact on the public 
park.

•	 The treatment of the buildings adjacent to the Building and Loan building, located at 81 West 
Santa Clara Street, should be explored further and reviewed with the City of San José to avoid 
diminishing any contributing features of the historic building. 

•	 Site access to 81 West Santa Clara Street should be retained in its current configuration.
•	 Strategies to be considered for adjacencies to the historic building may include setbacks and 

adjustment to podium height(s) to align with the roofline of historic building.  
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3.5 Social Equity and Environmental Responsibility

The VTA Block represents one of the greatest opportunities for VTA to ensure that  TOD 
addresses issues of social equity and ensures that new development is undertaken in 
an environmentally sustainable manner. The DDF is shaped by VTA’s Transit-Oriented 
Communities work that occurred concurrently with the BSV Phase II Project and VTA’s 
TOD Policy, particularly its commitments to the creation of affordable housing.

Adopted in 2016, VTA’s TOD Housing policy sets a minimum of 20% affordable housing 
units within any TOD development. Within this requirement, of the 20% affordable units, 
at least half should be targeted to extremely-low or very low income households. The 
policy does not allow for payment of in-lieu fees, off-site development, or other actions 
that sidestep the objective to create mixed-income residential development.

Updated in November 2019, VTA’s TOD Policy reinforces VTA’s commitment to the 
following goals that are most relevant to the DDF: 

•	 Provide housing at a range of density and affordability levels and guarantee 
affordable and workforce housing units across targeted income levels

•	 Support commercial and retail spaces that support local businesses and living 
wage jobs

•	 Enhance mobility choices
•	 Community services and other amenities should be integrated into safe and 

walkable neighborhoods
•	 Generate revenue to sustain transit capital investments and operations
•	 Incorporate a comprehensive approach to sustainable design, construction, 

operations, and maintenance to advance net-zero development policies.
 
The list above is not comprehensive, but it serves as a sample of VTA’s sustainability and 
equity goals that TOD can help to achieve. 

To further VTA’s achievement of its equity goals, the DDF also proposes that the ground-
floor retail spaces be sized to support small-scale local businesses, that some portion 
of the ground-floor spaces be allocated to a community center, and/or that space be 
reserved for community events, performances, exhibits, and/or meetings.

For more information about VTA’s goals for sustainable development and corresponding 
content in the DDF, please refer to Chapter 5 – Sustainable Approach to Development 
which addresses this topic in more detail. For sustainability-focused design guidelines, 
the following is a sampling of potential strategies that the DDF recommends be 
explored and prioritized in future RFP/RFQs: 

•	 Target net zero energy as a goal for future development on the block. 
•	 Explore structural solutions for the building that will reduce embodied carbon, 

such as mass timber, light-weight concrete admixtures, and recycled material 
content.

•	 Explore opportunities for efficiencies by centralizing utility services and 
exploring energy distribution strategies like micro-grids to further reduce energy 
consumption.

•	 Implement strategies that promote transit use and minimize single-occupant 
vehicle trips to reduce congestion and pollution.

Guideline: Social equity and environmental responsibility are vitally important, and 
VTA’s policies document VTA’s consistent commitment to sustainable and equitable 
approaches and outcomes. VTA will seek public-private partnerships that advance 
achievement of VTA’s sustainability and equity goals when reviewing and approving 
proposals to advance development of the Downtown VTA Block. 
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Matrix Evaluation Criteria
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summer-based evaluations, as fewer sunlight hours is more desirable during the summer.
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Fig. 3-57 Evaluation Dials

Measuring Success

As a tool to evaluate and balance the various priorities of the DDF 
guidelines, a system of visual ‘Dials’ has been developed. Some of the 
key measurable criteria for successful TOD have been translated into 
the graphics as shown in figure 3-57, and this tool has been utilized 
to evaluate different test fits and massing options which are shown 
in Chapter 4 – Applying the Guidelines. These guidelines will also 
be used in the future by VTA, as the project develops, to evaluate 
different proposals and determine how successfully they adhere to 
the DDF principles.
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