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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

The HCD ObjectiveDesign  
Standards Toolkit

1. Client:HCD, as a sub to Placeworks.
2. Timeframe:Initiated in 2020, published in 2021.
3. Goal:not a one-size fits all or pattern book.
4. Contents

• Overview of Legislation
• Guidelines vs Standards
• Approaches to Implementation
• Best Practice Examples
• Key Design Topics to address
• Other Considerations
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

What are “objective” design standards anyway?

Objective design standards means a design standard that involves no personal or  
subjective judgement by a public official and is uniformly verifiable by reference to an  
external and uniform benchmark or criterion available and knowable by both the  
development applicant or proponent and the public official before submittal of an  
application (Section66300).
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

What are “objective” design standards anyway?

Objective design standards means a design standard that involves no personal or  
subjective judgement by a public official and is uniformly verifiable by reference to an  
external and uniform benchmark or criterion available and knowable by both the  
development applicant or proponent and the public official before submittal of an  
application (Section 66300, updated 1/1/2020).

Key court case findings.
1. 2021 CaRLA v City of San Mateo: First major court case interpreting meaning of  

“objective” provision of HAA (§65589.5, subd. (f)(4)) .
2. Beyond substantial evidence to reasonable person standard, means that the  

City bears the burden of proof that decision conforms to HAA.
3. Standard cannot be “objective” if reasonable people can reach different  

conclusions about compliance. (Note: does not defer to City to determine this.)
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

5 Best Practice Techniques

1. Use Simple, ClearLanguage

• Avoid “terms of art”, planner jargon, and design speak.
2. Group Similar TopicsTogether

• Use topical headers and wayfinding.
• Go from big picture to detail, so there is a logic in the organization.

3. Avoid long narratives,instead using bullets,tables,and lists.
4. Use annotated graphics,diagrams,or photos to illustrate application.
5. Test your standards.

• Use “on the ground” testing w/ real parcels to confirm your standards yield the  
desired intent. And don’t be afraid to refine.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

1. Use Simple, Clear Language

Avoid “design speak”, planner jargon, or terms of art. Examples:
• Respond to adjacent residential uses with a sensitive transition in scale and massing.
• Design buildings to fit with context of their surroundings.
• Use street trees to delineate a public street.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

The Importance of Language: Suggestions vs. Requirements

Design Guidelines Design Standards
Subjective Objective
Recommendations may not be enforceable, and do not
have  the “teeth” of regulations.

Requirements, enforceable as regulations.

Open to interpretation, may be difficult to measure of verify. Measurable, andverifiable.
Uses words such as “should” or “may”. Uses language such as “shall”, “must” or “required to”.
Provide articulation to reduce the apparent mass and scale
of  the building, and to be sensitive to the neighborhood.

For every 100 feet of building length, there shall be a
plane- break along the façade comprised of an offset of at
least five  feet in depth, by 25 feet in length. The offset 
shall extend  from grade to the highest story.

Rooftop mechanical equipment should be screened from  
public view by a parapet wall, decorative equipment screen,
or  other architecturaltreatment.

Rooftop mechanical equipment shall be screened from  
public view by a parapet wall, decorative equipment
screen,  or other architectural treatment.

Provide ample width and design for universal access
along  pathways andwalks.

The paved section of sidewalks shall be at least eight feet
in  width.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

Creating Objectivity without Rigidity

ODSs don’t require everything to be quantifiable and numeric. Mix and match to create  
a balance of predictability and flexibility:

• True/False
• Counts and Measurements
• Ratios and Calculations
• Lists
• Scorecards
• Benchmarks and PerformanceMeasures
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

Use when criteria can’t be measured or  
counted.

Example

Street-facing building facades shall 
include  building entrances that front the
street.
Automobile and pedestrian access points 
shall  not be gated or otherwise closed off to 
the  public.

True/False Ratios, Counts, andMeasurements
• • Use when there is a minimum value, maximum  

value, percent, or range.

Example

Any development that includes 10 or more units shall provide 
a  minimum of 10% of the total number of units as three-
bedroom dwelling units.

Walls adjacent to streets shall not run in a continuous plane 
for  more than 48 feet without incorporating at least two of 
the  following design features:
1. Option 1
2. Option 2
3. Option 3
4. Option 4
5. Option 5

Creating Objectivity without Rigidity
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

•
•

Use when flexibility is desired.
Can be helpful for design element where detail  
is desired, but there are a pre-determined  
range of acceptable solutions, materials,  
components, etc.

Lists Scorecards
•
•

Can be helpful for landscape design
Consider where there is a minimum compliance,  
and additional “bonuses” available for going above  
and beyond.

Creating Objectivity without Rigidity

Example
Any of the following…
At least one of the following…
No more than three of the following…
All primary entryways shall incorporate at least  
four of the following elements:
q Option 1 q Option 5
q Option 2 q Option 6
q Option 3 q Option 7
q Option 4

Plan Type Plant ContainerSize Points
Shrub 1-gallon container 1.0

5-gallon container 2.0
15-gallon container or larger 10.0

Tree 5-gallon container 5.0
15-gallon container 10.0
24-inch box 20.0
36-inch box 50.0
48-inch box or larger 100.0

The required landscape area must provide the types of plants necessary to achieve a total of at least  
35 points per square foot of landscape area according to the table shown below.
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2. Group Similar Topics Together

Examples of Standards Grouped underTopicalHeaders
Residential Frontages
1. Multifamily building frontages shall include a terrace or porch.
2. Terraces or porches shall measure at least 6 feet in depth and 8 feet in width.
3. Terraces or porches shall be raised up 2–3 feet from the adjacent grade.
4. Fences or walls defining and/or retaining the front yard shall not exceed 3 feet  

in height from the adjacent sidewalk.
Parking
1. Parking lots shall include shade elements, such as trees, vine-covered trellises,

and overhead solar panels.
a. Parking lots shall be located at the rear or interior of the block and shall

not be located between the sidewalk and the building frontage fronting
the street.

b. Access to parking lots or structures shall be located along side streets or  
alleys.

2. Parking lots shall include shade elements, such as trees, vine-covered trellises,  
and overhead solar panels.

Group similar topics  
together under“topical”  
headers.”

Limit to 4-6 items under  
each header.
Have more to say?Add  
another header,  
subheader, bullets…or  
reviseand simplify.
Organize starting w/ big  
picture, then go into  
detail.

Limit each standard to  
one topic or idea.
If you need to elaborate,  
use bullets and  
numbering to simplify  
and aid in verification.
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Example of Complex Standards Organized as a List

Standards for Porches andTerraces
The main frontage of a multifamily residential building shall have an elevated  
porch or terrace. This frontage type creates a neighborhood character and street-
facing orientation while providing a buffer from the sidewalk and space for  
landscaping. The depth of the porch or terrace will allow for a usable outdoor open  
space large enough to accommodate seating for at least two people.

Requirements:
A. Depth: 6-footminimum
B.Area of Porch or Terrace: 48-square-foot minimum
C. Finished Level above Sidewalk: 3 foot maximum
D.Garden Wall Setback from Right-of-Way: 5-foot minimum

CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

3. AvoidLong  
Narratives

Consider integrating  
graphics into tables like  
in FBCs, or pair photos  
and graphics to clarify  
intent.

Intro statementclarifies  
intent w/ word “shall”.
Narrative is brief.

List of criteria is concise
and numeric, and tied to
graphic.
It is clear these are  
“requirements”.
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Best Practice Examples: Open Space and Amenities

Clear numeric  
requirements.

Flexibility is  
providedw/ a  
list of  
appropriate  
solutions.

Real-world  
photos  
coordinated  
with criteria.
Can include  
some“don’ts”,  
but use  
sparingly.

Open space  
provision in a  
table of  
numeric  
requirements.

List of standards within  
the table provide more  
detailed numeric criteria.

Clear headers  
help with  
wayfinding.

Purpose  
statement,  
but avoid  
lengthy intros.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

4. UseGraphics

• Graphics, photos,  
axonometric drawings,  
sections, maps, and  
concept plan diagrams  
may be used to illustrate  
application of the  
standards.
• Annotations and  

callouts shouldfurther  
clarify the relationship  
between the standards  
and thegraphics.
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4. UseGraphics

• Graphics, photos,  
axonometric drawings,  
sections, maps, and  
concept plan diagrams  
may be used to  
illustrateapplication of  
the standards.
• Use of annotations and  

callouts should be used  
to further clarify the  
relationship between  
the standards and the  
graphics.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

5. Test YourStandards

a. Test your standards against  
built projects considered  
desirable for your  
community. Do they comply?

b. Consider application “on the  
ground” on different parcels  
to ensure standards meet the  
intentare feasible.

c. Talk w/ your development  
community and have  
different reviewers assess.

d. Don’t be afraid to refine,  
during the process, and with  
subsequent amendments.

Mixed-Use Multifamily with Common  
Open Space

Mixed-Use Multifamily with Entry  
Court

Townhomes, Stacked Townhomes, and  
Townhomes w/ ADUs
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Implementation Options

Rely onExisting  
Regulations1 Revise ExistingDesign  

Guidelines
ExpandExisting  
Regulations

Such as:
• Minimum lot size
• Building height
• Setbacks
• Floorarea ratio
• Otherstandards that

definea maximum  
building envelope

2 3
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Strategicupdates to:
• Remove or rephrase  

subjective language
• Incorporate objective  

requirements
• Revise administrative  

intents, i.e. make  
requirements instead of  
recommendations

• Adoptas regulations
Note:not just a find and  
replace.

Expand regulations:
• W/ new objective design  

standards
• Codify informal  

requirements
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

HCDFeedback and other Lessons Learned

1. Focus on whatmatters.

• Keep it simple and concise.
• Avoid restricting or regulating things that are overly nuanced, overly  

stylized, or won’t make a big difference. …Unless you have a very
specific (historical) reason for doing so.

2. Regardless of nuance in legislation,avoid design“guidelines” in  
projects.

• Make all design criteria objective.
• If you must add design guidelines, they are not enforceable, so  

separate them out and label as such.
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CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

What are your priorities?

• Minimizing bulk.
• Transitions between “dense” mixed-use  

areas and existing lower-scale  
residential neighborhoods.
• High qualitydevelopment.
• Façade articulation.
• Active Main Street environment and  

vibrant publicrealm.
• Walkabilityand pedestrian-friendly.
• Private open spaces, courtyards, or  

public plazas.
• Flexibility for design innovation.

What do you want to avoid?

• Bulky, boxy, unarticulated buildings.
• Incompatibility.
• Lack of human/pedestrian scale.
• Blank walls and dead spaces.
• Lack of connectivity and walkability.
• No or sub-optimal open spaces.
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And what do you want to avoid?

OCAPA / PDAOC | MARCH 2023 // 20



CRAFTING RESIDENTIAL OBJECTIVE DEVELOPMENTSTANDARDS

OCAPA / PDAOC | MARCH 2023 // 21

What are your community’s priorities?
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What are your community’s priorities?



What are your community’s priorities?
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Christine Babla, AIA AICP  
Christine.Babla@AscentEnvironmental.com 

619.366.3468

Thank you!

mailto:Christine.Babla@AscentEnvironmental.com
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The General Plan (2022) establishes a vision to remain a world-class city. 



Santa Ana General Plan Update
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Community Driven
• Over 100 community meetings and workshops
• Individual community workshops within each neighborhood where land 

use changes were being explored, with over 300 residents, business 
leaders, and community stakeholders participating in the workshops.  

• Community Survey: Over 650 Responses
• Meetings with Environmental Justice groups and roundtables  
• Over 100 CARES events within  EJ areas 
• Approximately 44,000 direct mailers sent to property owners and tenant 

in Focus Areas
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Focus Areas
Developed with input and feedback  from the 
City Council, Residents and Community 
Stakeholders, General Plan Advisory Committee 
& Interagency Team

1. South Main Street
2. Grand Avenue/17th Street 
3. West Santa Ana Boulevard 
4. 55 Freeway/Dyer Road 
5. South Bristol Street 
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31
Timeline of Events 

20172015 2016
October
PC & CC Work Program 
Overview

November
Kick Off Meeting & 1-1 
City    Council member 
Meetings

December
Community Meetings

January - March
Community Meetings

April - June
CC 1-on-1 Interviews

April - September
Youth Outreach

October
CC Outreach Update

February - November
14 General Plan 
Advisory Group (GPAG) 
Meetings

2018 2019
February
GPAG Recognition

June
CC Status Update

July
CC Study Session

August - September
Pop-Up Events

December
Policy Framework

March - May
Land Use Online 
Survey

April
5 Land Use Community 
Workshops

May
Chamber of Commerce 
Meeting

June
PC Study Session

2020
March 
EIR Scoping Meeting

July
EJ presentation/video, 
HRC presentation

July - August
2 Virtual Community 
Workshop
Fall
General Plan Adoption

2021
January - March 
EJ Roundtable

March - May
EJ Survey / 
EJ Virtual Forums

August
Draft PEIR /
GP Public Review

September
PEIR Public Hearing

October
PC Public Hearing
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Products constructed in the form-based code areas.  
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Interim development standards included in the Land Use Element.  
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Warmington Residential

Grand and Grovemont
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Our Experience
 Anaheim
 San Bernardino
 Murrieta
 Sunnyvale
 OCCOG
 Westminster
 WRCOG
 Antioch
 Norco
 Menifee
 Temecula
 Wildomar
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Built Out vs Expanding Cities
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Code Section vs New Document

http://www.hcd.ca.gov/policy-research/docs/
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Architectural Styles?

1

7

2

8

3

9

4

10

5 6

11

SPANISHCOLONIAL

FRENCH

CRAFTSMAN

NEOCLASSICAL

TUSCAN

PRAIRIE

AMERICANRURAL

ITALIANATE

MODERN

VICTORIAN

EAST COAST

MERCANTILE
12
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All Projects or Just SB35?
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Best Practices

 Audit existing design policies
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Best Practices

 Draw language from existing 
guidelines, especially “shall” 
statements

 Carefully consider what 
“should” statements can 
become “shalls”
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Best Practices

 Do not duplicate Zoning Code 
standards

 Incorporate other standards by 
reference 
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Best Practices

 Ask staff to identify typical 
design topics, and 
incorporate those issues
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Best Practices

 Ask all staff, especially 
current planners, to review 
interim drafts

 Don’t forget Public Works, 
Fire, City Attorney and 
Utility Providers!
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Best Practices

 Provide a menu of options
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Best Practices

 Empower by Reference 
in the Code
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Implementation

 Checklists
 Clear expectations for 

applicants
 Property Owners
 Professional developers

 Useful review tool for city 
staff
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Implementation
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Implementation
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Plan for Amendments
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