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Project Overview 

ÅFunded by Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG) to 

document, assess, and modernize multi-unit and mixed-use objective 

development standards and permitting

ÅParticipating cities include Montebello, Santa Fe Springs, Santa Monica, and 

South Pasadena

ÅConducted in coordination with Cityôs Housing Element rezoning to 

improve/incentivize housing projects, building on trusted design review process

ÅDevelop required objective design standards (ODS) and their role in 

streamlining review and permitting of housing projects, and evaluate current

housing development permit applications for improvements and online 

cost estimator tool



Objective Design Review Standards

What is the goal?

ÅMake recommendations for objective standards for four mixed-use commercial zones

Why is this important?

ÅTo make it easier for applicants to understand the regulations

ÅTo develop standards that work on the ground for multi-unit and mixed-use projects

ÅTo create greater certainty in the review process and streamline project approvals

ÅTo encourage the production of housing so the City can meet its State-mandated goals

ÅTo comply with SB35, which requires qualifying projects are reviewed against objective standards



What are Objective Design Standards? 

Development Design

Standards that inform the general 

massing of a structure:

Å structure height

Å lot area

Å setbacks

Å lot coverage

Å floor area ratio

More detailed standards that influence 

the design of a structure or open 

space:

Å articulation/modulation

Å roof line variation

Å transparency/fenestration

Å lighting

Å parking screening

Å plaza or open space design

Å landscape, hardscape, and amenities



What are Objective Design Standards? 

Guidelines 
Recommendations with terms like should, encourage, 

character, adequate, appropriate 

Standards
Requirements with terms like shall, must, and specific 

criteria (dimensions, numbers, percentages)

Plant appropriate trees along streets to maintain community 

character

Trees shall be planted every 10 feet along streets to provide 

shade and a barrier to pedestrians

Blank walls may be prohibited along any street-facing façade Blank walls of more than 15 linear feet are prohibited along 

any street- facing façade 

An offset should be considered for any wall plane that 

exceeds 30 feet in length

A minimum one-foot offset is required for any wall plane 

that exceeds 30 feet in length

Objective design standards:

ςare measurable and independently verifiable with no personal or subjective judgment 

ςhelp to avoid discretionary approval processes that can be time-consuming and unpredictable



Graphics Help to Clearly Explain Standards



Development Permit Application 

What is the goal?

ÅUpdate the Cityôs development permit application forms to help streamline processing

Why is this important?

ÅTo make it easier for applicants to fill out application forms

ÅTo clarify the permit application and review process for applicants

ÅTo help the City standardize submittals

ÅTo support quicker processing of applications and projects 

ÅTo facilitate higher density multi-unit and mixed-use housing production

ÅTo comply with State law



What Is A Development Permit Application? 

ÅCities have application forms for various 

permit types

ÅDevelopment projects require planning 

approval permits

ÅPermits are either:

ςMinisterial ïadministrative, by-right projects with 

objective review by staff

ςDiscretionary ïnoticed public hearing, subjective 

review, and findings to approve, conditionally 

approve, or deny 



Online Cost Estimator Tool

What is the goal?

ÅCreate a tool to help users estimate fees based on project type, with a 

short list of cost-reduction strategies

Why is this important?

ÅTo help applicants get a ballpark idea of the required City fees early in the 

process, and inform feasibility assessments 

ÅTo create certainty in the planning process and streamline project 

approvals



What Is A Cost Estimator Tool? 

ÅA form where users enter project information like 

use, measurements, location, etc. to estimate a 

projectôs planning and related fees



Providing Context



Putting Things into Perspective

ÅCalifornia must plan for more than 2.5M homes in the 

next eight-year planning cycle, with 1.3M in SoCal, 

and 8,874 in Santa Monicaôs Housing Element

ÅCalifornia is seeing slight population declines, but Los 

Angeles County grew by about 2% from 2010 to 2020

ÅHousing construction continues to lag housing 

demand, leading to limited supply and rising costs

ÅCalifornia housing has become the most expensive in 

the nation 

ÅAbout 54% of renters spend more than 30% of 

household income on housing

*According to HCD and Census Data



Recent State Legislation

SB 167 (1982, 
amend 2018)

Housing Accountability 
Act

ÅCities may not deny, reduce the 
density of, or make housing 
development projects infeasible

SB 35 (2018)
Housing Accountability 

& Affordability Act

ÅHousing development projects in 
cities failing to meet RHNA goals 
permitted on a ministerial basis, 
when complying with objective 
standards

ừ Above-Moderate: projects 
with 10% below market

ừ Very low/low: projects with 
50% below market

SB 330 (2020)
Housing Crisis Act

ÅGuidelines created after 1/1/20 
cannot be imposed/enforced for 
housing development projects

ÅPreliminary housing 
development application to lock 
in fees/standards

ÅDecision in five or fewer public 
hearings

ÅProhibits downzoning and 
reducing housing

ÅProtects existing housing units

ÅReduced review timeframes

ÅApplies through 2030



Analysis of Existing Santa Monica Policies, 

Regulations, Permitting, and Projects
ÅGeneral Plan Land Use and Housing Elements 

and policies

ÅZoning Code and standards

ÅSpecific Plans

ςBergamot Area Plan (BAP)

ςDowntown Community Plan (DCP)

ÅSample Projects for Evaluation

ς2025 Wilshire Blvd             (MUB zone)

ς2501 Wilshire Blvd             (MUB zone)

ς2906 Santa Monica Blvd    (MUBL zone)

ς3030 Nebraska Ave            (BAP ïMUC zone)

ς1415 5th Street                   (DCP ïTA zone)

ς710 Broadway                    (DCP ïLT/TA zone)



Initial Analysis Findings

Applications/Process

¶ Consider combining permits to help 

streamline the review process

¶ Consider providing application flow-

charts, checklists or worksheets of 

standards in application forms to 

streamline process

¶ Use the same terminology across

applications for clarity

¶ Produce information and graphics for 

housing projects that highlight city 

programs, concessions and waivers, and 

approval processes

Design Standards

Å Consider developing a set of citywide 

standards & terminology that can be 

applied in various zones to clarify 

requirements

Å Consider adopting necessary design 

standards that will not add additional 

roadblocks to housing production or deter 

innovative design

¶ Consider building flexibility into the 

standards through administrative 

processes



Reimagining the 
Cityôs Design 

Standards



Recommended Standards

The following zones will have objective design standards developed 

as part of the project:

Bergamot ïTransit Village & Mixed-Use Creative

Downtown ïTransit-Adjacent

Mixed-Use Boulevard



Bergamot Area Plan (BAP) 

ÅAdopted September 11, 2013

ÅBergamot Area Plan: 140-acre area surrounding the Bergamot Metro 

Light Rail Station

ÅBAP Specific Plan: established policies, development 

standards/guidelines intended to encourage compact mixed-use 

development linked to the Bergamot Station

ÅTransforming the area into an arts-focused diverse mixed use, transit-

oriented community has not occurred

ÅAlthough the BAP encourages affordable/market-rate housing to 

enable employees to live in the area near transit, it hasnôt worked

ÅAreas of Concern: feedback from architects/developers

ς Infeasible Height/FAR: cannot support housing projects

ςDevelopment/design standards are complex, unclear, and do not 

incentivize housing development

ςPlan lacks user-friendly organization and illustrations


