
SAN JOSE CITYWIDE DESIGN GUIDELINES AND STANDARDS56. DRAFT:  MARCh 30, 2020  

M
in

. 1
5'

A'

A' + B' > 70% of Building frontage length

Transparent facade area

Transparent facade area > 50% Total ground floor 
building frontage area

Total ground floor building frontage area

B'

Building frontage length

M
in

. 1
0'

P
ED

ES
TR

IA
N

 L
EV

EL

Building Signage 

Outdoor seating area for restaurants 
and cafes

4.1.1 Commercial and Industrial Frontages

Landscaping and Stormwater Management

Ground floor entrance 
within 3' of curb level

Transition area between 
building frontage and sidewalk

RATIONALE 

Ground floors with active frontages create 
engaging streets that are comfortable to use 
and add visual interest for pedestrians.

STANDARDS

S1. In multi-story, mixed-use buildings with 
residential and commercial uses, locate the 
commercial spaces towards the street or at 
street intersections, or where a paseo 
intersects with the sidewalk. 

S2. Provide a finished ground floor level for all 
commercial and industrial active frontages 
within three vertical feet of sidewalk. (See 
Fig 4.1)

S3. Create transparent façades with windows or 
clear glazing on at least 70 percent of the 
ground floor building façade length along 
primary streets and 30 percent along 
secondary streets.

S4. Provide a transparent façade at building 
corners for a minimum of 50 percent of the 
ground floor façade area, extending at least 
20 feet from the connecting corner in both 
directions.  

S5. All windows and clear glazing on the ground 
floor façade must :

 ■ Be at least 10 feet tall. 

 ■ have at least 75 percent transparency.

 ■ have no signage or other opaque and 
semi-opaque elements, within three to six 
vertical feet of sidewalk.

S6. All ground floor commercial and industrial 
tenant spaces must be at least 45 feet deep 
for a minimum of 50 percent of the building 
façade along primary street façades, and be 
at least 25 feet deep for a minimum of 50 
percent of secondary street façades.

S7. Limit continuous non-active frontages to less 
than 30 feet along primary street façades 
and 50 feet along secondary street façades.  

S8. Provide a minimum of 15 feet clear height 
from finished floor to finished ceiling in 
ground floor building frontages along 
primary streets and public open spaces.

S9. Do not provide any fences and plantings 
greater than four feet tall between an active 
frontage and primary street, unless their 
purpose is to screen industrial and 
commercial uses from the public realm.

Support interesting and safe public spaces with active retail, commercial, and industrial frontages.

4.1 GROUND FLOOR TREATMENT AND USES

Fig. 4.1 Provide a setback for along primary streets to allow for transitions and future sidewalk widening.

Fig. 4.2 Provide active commercial uses physically 
accessible by pedestrians from streets, 
sidewalks, or paseos.

Fig. 4.3 Provide transparent ground floor frontage for over 50 percent of area for 70 percent of façade length along 
primary streets.

IMPLEMENT ACTIVE DESIGN, DESIGN INCLUSIVE PLACES, SUPPORT CONNECTIVITY, DESIGN FOR SUSTAINABILITY, AND INSTILL LOCAL PRIDE

GUIDELINES

G1. Minimize blank walls and unoccupied spaces 
along commercial and industrial frontages 
along streets and public open spaces.

G2. Provide a setback for commercial frontage 
along primary streets to allow for transitions 
and future sidewalk widening.

G3. Design accommodation for restaurant 
sewerage utilities into the building, such as 
grease traps and interceptors.

G4. If security gates are used, integrate them into 
the overall architectural design scheme of the 
development.

RELATED SUBSECTIONS

2.4.2   Active Street Frontages
2.4.10 Landscaping and Stormwater   
            Management
4.1.2   Residential Frontages

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

CD-1, LU-5, VN-1
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within 3' of curb level
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building frontage and sidewalk

RATIONALE 

Ground floors with active frontages create 
engaging streets that are comfortable to use 
and add visual interest for pedestrians.

STANDARDS

S1. In multi-story, mixed-use buildings with 
residential and commercial uses, locate the 
commercial spaces towards the street or at 
street intersections, or where a paseo 
intersects with the sidewalk. 

S2. Provide a finished ground floor level for all 
commercial and industrial active frontages 
within three vertical feet of sidewalk. (See 
Fig 4.1)

S3. Create transparent façades with windows or 
clear glazing on at least 70 percent of the 
ground floor building façade length along 
primary streets and 30 percent along 
secondary streets.

S4. Provide a transparent façade at building 
corners for a minimum of 50 percent of the 
ground floor façade area, extending at least 
20 feet from the connecting corner in both 
directions.  

S5. All windows and clear glazing on the ground 
floor façade must :

 ■ Be at least 10 feet tall. 

 ■ have at least 75 percent transparency.

 ■ have no signage or other opaque and 
semi-opaque elements, within three to six 
vertical feet of sidewalk.

S6. All ground floor commercial and industrial 
tenant spaces must be at least 45 feet deep 
for a minimum of 50 percent of the building 
façade along primary street façades, and be 
at least 25 feet deep for a minimum of 50 
percent of secondary street façades.

S7. Limit continuous non-active frontages to less 
than 30 feet along primary street façades 
and 50 feet along secondary street façades.  

S8. Provide a minimum of 15 feet clear height 
from finished floor to finished ceiling in 
ground floor building frontages along 
primary streets and public open spaces.

S9. Do not provide any fences and plantings 
greater than four feet tall between an active 
frontage and primary street, unless their 
purpose is to screen industrial and 
commercial uses from the public realm.

Support interesting and safe public spaces with active retail, commercial, and industrial frontages.

4.1 GROUND FLOOR TREATMENT AND USES

Fig. 4.1 Provide a setback for along primary streets to allow for transitions and future sidewalk widening.

Fig. 4.2 Provide active commercial uses physically 
accessible by pedestrians from streets, 
sidewalks, or paseos.

Fig. 4.3 Provide transparent ground floor frontage for over 50 percent of area for 70 percent of façade length along 
primary streets.

IMPLEMENT ACTIVE DESIGN, DESIGN INCLUSIVE PLACES, SUPPORT CONNECTIVITY, DESIGN FOR SUSTAINABILITY, AND INSTILL LOCAL PRIDE

GUIDELINES

G1. Minimize blank walls and unoccupied spaces 
along commercial and industrial frontages 
along streets and public open spaces.

G2. Provide a setback for commercial frontage 
along primary streets to allow for transitions 
and future sidewalk widening.

G3. Design accommodation for restaurant 
sewerage utilities into the building, such as 
grease traps and interceptors.

G4. If security gates are used, integrate them into 
the overall architectural design scheme of the 
development.

RELATED SUBSECTIONS

2.4.2   Active Street Frontages
2.4.10 Landscaping and Stormwater   
            Management
4.1.2   Residential Frontages

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

CD-1, LU-5, VN-1
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RATIONALE 

Ground floors with active frontages create 
engaging streets that are comfortable to use 
and add visual interest for pedestrians.

STANDARDS

S1. In multi-story, mixed-use buildings with 
residential and commercial uses, locate the 
commercial spaces towards the street or at 
street intersections, or where a paseo 
intersects with the sidewalk. 

S2. Provide a finished ground floor level for all 
commercial and industrial active frontages 
within three vertical feet of sidewalk. (See 
Fig 4.1)

S3. Create transparent façades with windows or 
clear glazing on at least 70 percent of the 
ground floor building façade length along 
primary streets and 30 percent along 
secondary streets.

S4. Provide a transparent façade at building 
corners for a minimum of 50 percent of the 
ground floor façade area, extending at least 
20 feet from the connecting corner in both 
directions.  

S5. All windows and clear glazing on the ground 
floor façade must :

 ■ Be at least 10 feet tall. 

 ■ have at least 75 percent transparency.

 ■ have no signage or other opaque and 
semi-opaque elements, within three to six 
vertical feet of sidewalk.

S6. All ground floor commercial and industrial 
tenant spaces must be at least 45 feet deep 
for a minimum of 50 percent of the building 
façade along primary street façades, and be 
at least 25 feet deep for a minimum of 50 
percent of secondary street façades.

S7. Limit continuous non-active frontages to less 
than 30 feet along primary street façades 
and 50 feet along secondary street façades.  

S8. Provide a minimum of 15 feet clear height 
from finished floor to finished ceiling in 
ground floor building frontages along 
primary streets and public open spaces.

S9. Do not provide any fences and plantings 
greater than four feet tall between an active 
frontage and primary street, unless their 
purpose is to screen industrial and 
commercial uses from the public realm.

Support interesting and safe public spaces with active retail, commercial, and industrial frontages.

4.1 GROUND FLOOR TREATMENT AND USES

Fig. 4.1 Provide a setback for along primary streets to allow for transitions and future sidewalk widening.

Fig. 4.2 Provide active commercial uses physically 
accessible by pedestrians from streets, 
sidewalks, or paseos.

Fig. 4.3 Provide transparent ground floor frontage for over 50 percent of area for 70 percent of façade length along 
primary streets.
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G1. Minimize blank walls and unoccupied spaces 
along commercial and industrial frontages 
along streets and public open spaces.

G2. Provide a setback for commercial frontage 
along primary streets to allow for transitions 
and future sidewalk widening.

G3. Design accommodation for restaurant 
sewerage utilities into the building, such as 
grease traps and interceptors.

G4. If security gates are used, integrate them into 
the overall architectural design scheme of the 
development.

RELATED SUBSECTIONS

2.4.2   Active Street Frontages
2.4.10 Landscaping and Stormwater   
            Management
4.1.2   Residential Frontages

GENERAL PLAN REFERENCE

CD-1, LU-5, VN-1

Covering 180 square miles, San José is the largest city in the Bay Area, 
extending from the San Francisco Bay to the Santa Clara Valley foothills. San 
José is composed of diverse communities spread across a well-established 
mix of residential, commercial, and industrial uses; public parks; cultural 
institutions; and employment centers. 

Over the past 20 years, San José’s population has grown by over 15 
percent and transitioned to more urban development to accommodate this 
growth. These conditions are both an asset and a challenge in supporting 
cohesive development that reflects the individual needs and character of its 
neighborhoods. VMWP worked with the City of San José to create a set of 
Design Guidelines that work in conjunction with other City documents and 
regulations to ensure that buildings throughout San José have high-quality 
design and are appropriate for their site, function, and neighborhood.

The San José Citywide Design Guidelines and Standards apply overarching 
site and development criteria to areas that are not currently subject to any 
existing guidelines

CITY OF SAN JOSE DESIGN GUIDELINES
SAN JOSE, CA

Creating Development Standards and Guidelines 
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The following infographic illustrates the step-by-step process designers and developers should follow for designing a project, and identifies the chapters 
of this document containing relevant Standards and Guidelines for each step:

Reflect the character of the surrounding neighborhood and the site's location within the City. Orient internal circulation and buildings to align with existing and future circulation routes. Use the 
existing patterns of development to inform project design. (Chapter 2 - Site)

Add visual interest to building façades to complement the development's surroundings and enliven the public realm. (Chapter 4 - Pedestrian Level)

SITE

BUILDING
Design massing and form to concentrate building and activity intensity at appropriate locations and provide transitions to lower intensity areas. (Chapter 3 - Building)

PEDESTRIAN LEVEL
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Client:  City of San José
Project scale: Residential and 
Commercial Design Guidelines
Reference:   
Leila Hakimizadeh, Supervising 
Urban Designer/Planner 
Planning, Building and Code 
Enforcement
City of San Jose 
408.535.7818
leila.hakimizadeh@sanjoseca.gov 

ELEMENTS EXPLORED
• Site Context, Access, and 

Organization

• Building Massing, Access and 
Entry, and Elements

• Pedestrian Level Treatments, 
Open Space Design, and Public 
Art

• Specific Development Types; 
Residential, Commercial, 
Industrial


