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PLANNING COMMISSION STAFF REPORT 

 

MEETING 

DATE:  September 18, 2017 

 

STAFF: Steve Marshall, Planning Manager 

  (415) 899-8942; smarshall@novato.org 

 

SUBJECT: WOODSIDE OFFICE CENTER SIGNS 

  CEQA EXEMPT; SECTIONS 15061(b)(3) & 15311 

  P2016-088; AMEND DOWNTOWN NOVATO SPECIFIC PLAN 

   PRECISE DEVELOPMENT PLAN AMENDMENT 

  7250 REDWOOD BOULEVARD; APN 153-390-01 

 

  
 

REQUESTED ACTION 

 

Consider adopting a resolution recommending the City Council approve changes to the Downtown 

Novato Specific Plan to allow freestanding signs on properties zoned Planned District (PD) in the 

Specific Plan area and amending the Woodside Office Center Precise Development Plan to permit 

two freestanding signs to be placed at the Office Center.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Background 

 

Mach II Woodside, LLC (“Applicant”) desires to implement a master sign program for the 

Woodside Office Center (“Office Center”), including two freestanding site identification signs.  

According to the Applicant, tenants of the Office Center have complained that clients often have 

difficulty locating the building and its lone entry drive at Redwood Boulevard. Given these 

complaints, the Applicant is proposing to install two freestanding site identification signs to better 

identify the Office Center and its tenants from the surrounding street system (Redwood Boulevard, 

DeLong Avenue, and Diablo Avenue).  A copy of the Applicant’s proposed master sign program 

is attached for reference.   

 

The Office Center is located in the Downtown Novato Specific Plan (“Specific Plan”) area and is 

assigned the Mixed Use (MU) land use designation of the 1996 Novato General Plan.  The property 

is zoned Planned District (PD) and is located in the Downtown Novato Specific Plan Overlay  

(“Downtown Overlay”).  The Office Center is subject to regulation by the Woodside Office Center 

Master Plan and Precise Development Plan (“Woodside PDP”) adopted by the City Council in 

June 2000.  

 

The Specific Plan and Division 19.32, Signs, of the Novato Municipal Code currently do not allow 

freestanding signs on properties located in the Specific Plan area, with exception of parcels 

designated General Commercial (CG). Since the Office Center is designated Mixed Use (MU), 

freestanding signs are currently not permitted.  
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Specific Plan Amendment & Woodside PDP Amendment 

 

The Applicant is requesting to amend the Specific Plan to allow freestanding signs on properties 

zoned Planned District (PD) where a new or amended precise development plan permits such a 

sign type.  The precise development plan process would be used to determine, on a case-by-case 

basis, whether a freestanding sign(s) is appropriate on given PD designated property in the Specific 

Plan area. 

 

In conjunction with the Specific Plan amendment, the Applicant is also requesting to amend the 

Woodside PDP to include two freestanding signs as depicted in the proposed master sign program.  

Amending the Woodside PDP is contingent upon approval of the amendment to the Specific Plan 

described above. 

 

Draft General Plan 2035  

 

The Applicant’s proposed amendments come at a time when the draft General Plan 2035 is 

proposing to replace the Specific Plan with a focus area designation. The new Downtown focus 

area policies would replace the existing policies and design guidelines of the Specific Plan, as well 

as change the boundaries of the current Specific Plan area. Currently, the draft General Plan shows 

the Office Center would no longer be located in what is proposed to be the boundaries of the 

Downtown focus area.  If approved, these changes would relieve the Office Center of the current 

limitation on freestanding signs. Instead, signs at the Office Center would be required to comply 

with the City’s uniform sign standards for commercial properties, which allow freestanding signs. 

 

The Applicant was advised of the pending General Plan changes and their effect on the regulation 

of signs at the Office Center. The Applicant has acknowledged the proposed changes, but does not 

want to wait for completion of the General Plan update. Given this circumstance, the Applicant 

was told the proposed freestanding signs would be reviewed against the design guidelines of the 

Specific Plan and could be subject to greater regulation through the precise development plan 

process than might otherwise occur by waiting for the draft General Plan to be adopted.     

 

Staff Recommendation 

 

Staff supports the Applicant’s request to amend the Specific Plan and Woodside PDP to allow 

freestanding signs, recognizing the Office Center could be better identified from surrounding 

roadways. However, there is concern the Applicant’s proposed corner site identification sign is of 

a design that contrasts with the architecture of Office Center. At this time, staff recommends the 

Planning Commission support a PDP amendment that permits two freestanding signs of a location, 

sign area, height, and letter size reflecting the signs proposed by the Applicant, but require a 

subsequent review by the Community Development Director to approve a specific sign style.  The 

PDP amendment text presented in the project description below describes this type of amendment.  

The Commission may also consider the following alternatives: 

 

1. Recommend approval of the Specific Plan and PDP amendments, including accepting the 

Applicant’s sign designs as presented in the master sign program; 

 

2. Recommend approval of the Specific Plan amendment and a PDP revision approving two 

freestanding signs and deferring regulation to the uniform sign standards applied to 
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properties outside of the Downtown Overlay, including a review of the sign design by the 

Community Development Director; or 

 

3. Recommend the City Council deny the requested Specific Plan and PDP amendments. 

 

PROPOSED AMENDMENTS 

 

The following amendments are proposed to the Specific Plan: 

 

“11.7.2: Commercial Signs 

 

Business signs in Downtown Novato vary from wall-mounted, projecting, hanging blade, and free-

standing. Some retail windows have so much signage that they are illegible, and mask any views 

of merchandise in the stores. Some signs are internally-illuminated box signs and others are 

externally illuminated. Some are non-conforming because they are improperly mounted over the 

top of building 

parapets. 

 

IM 17 requires that the Novato Municipal Code be amended to include sign regulations for the 

Downtown that promote pedestrian-scale signs. The following guidelines are intended to 

supplement the sign regulations that will be contained in the Zoning Code. 

 

1. Design signs with lettering sized to be seen primarily by pedestrians and relatively slow 

moving cars.  

 

2. Item 2 was deleted. 

 

3. For historic buildings, consider historic wood signs, constructed of marine-grade plywood, 

or solid wood, bordered with trim. 

 

4. Projecting Sign Guidelines: Projecting signs shall be graphically designed for pedestrians 

and shall be allowed conditional upon adequate design quality. Projecting signs shall not 

be mounted above the sill line of the second floor of multi-story buildings. Sign supports 

shall be well designed and compatible with the design of the sign. Interior illuminated 

boxed display signs shall not be allowed. Icon signs using shapes or symbols uniquely 

suited to the business, creative shapes and three dimensional signs shall be encouraged. 

Exterior lighting of the projecting signs shall be encouraged. 

 

5. Prohibit any signage which displays a company/firm/product name, logo, symbols, icons, 

or other identifying commercial markings other than those of the occupant of the business 

to which it is attached. This would preclude any suppliers, etc., from subsidizing a sign 

which might include a tawdry advertisement, logo, etc.  

 

6. Prohibit freestanding signs in the Specific Plan Area, except for properties designated 

General Commercial, subject to design review, and parcels zoned Planned District (PD) 

where such signs are allowed by inclusion in a precise development plan.  
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Condition of approval No. 61 of the Woodside Office Center Precise Development Plan (City 

Council Resolution No. 79-00) is recommended to be amended as follows:   

 

61. No illuminated signage shall be permitted. Freestanding signs are a permitted sign type at 

the Woodside Office Center, subject to the following: 

 

a.   One (1) corner site identification sign shall be permitted subject to the following 

limitations: maximum height of 4-feet (measured from grade to top of sign), 

maximum letter height of 24-inches,  and a maximum area of 52-square feet. 

 

b. One (1) freestanding site monument sign, including a tenant identification 

component, shall be permitted subject to the following limitations:  maximum 

height of 7’-10”, maximum letter heights of 12-inches, and a maximum area of 

27-square feet. 

 

c. Freestanding signs shall be subject to review by the Community Development 

Director consistent with the requirements of Novato Municipal Code Section 

19.32.030. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

Property Owner:  Mach II Woodside, LLC. 

 

Assessor’s Parcel No.: 153-390-01 

 

Site Area:   5.85 acres 

 

General Plan Designation: Mixed Use (MU)  

 

Existing Zoning:  Planned District (PD); Woodside Office Center Master Plan 

 

Existing Use:   Offices  

 

Adjacent Zoning/Uses: North –  General Commercial (CG): Downtown (D) Overlay 

Gas Station & Restaurant 

 

South –  Planned District (PD): Downtown (D) Overlay  

 North Bay Center (offices) 

 

 West –  Planned District (PD); Novato Fair Shopping Center 

 

 East –   Low Density Residential (R1-7.5); Residential 
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ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 

 

The proposed Specific Plan and Woodside PDP amendments are considered to be exempt from 

the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) and the City of Novato 

Environmental Review Guidelines pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Sections 15061(b)(3) and 15311 

– Accessory Structures.   

 

Section 15061(b)(3) is referred to as the “general rule” exemption and may be applied to proposed 

projects that, from a practical perspective, will not result in a direct or reasonably foreseeable 

indirect negative physical impact on the environment. Amending the Specific Plan to expand 

opportunities for freestanding signs to a limited number of properties and the potential installation 

of such signs at the Office Center would not have a significant negative physical effect on the 

environment.  

 

Section 15311 applies to the construction or replacement of minor structures, including, but not 

limited to, on premise signs. The installation of on premise, free standing signs appurtenant to a 

commercial or mixed residential/commercial uses on PD zoned properties in the Specific Plan area 

and at the Office Center would be minor in nature and would not have a significant negative impact 

on the environment.  

 

STAFF ANALYSIS  
 

Downtown Novato Specific Plan Amendment 

 

An amendment to the Specific Plan is considered against the findings required to amend the  

Novato General Plan as listed in Novato Municipal Code Section 19.56.070.A. These findings are 

listed below followed by a discussion addressing whether the proposed Specific Plan amendment, 

as described above, is considered to be consistent therewith. 

 

1. The proposed amendment is internally consistent with the General Plan; 

 

The General Plan does not specify any policies directly addressing signs and instead defers to the 

Specific Plan for design guidance on new development and accessory improvements (e.g., signs) 

in the Specific Plan area. For purposes of considering the finding above, staff recommends 

focusing on the internal consistency of the Applicant’s proposed amendment with the other 

policies of the Specific Plan. If the Applicant’s amendment is found to be internally consistent 

with other relevant policies of the Specific Plan then the changes would also be considered to be 

consistent with the General Plan. 

 

The Specific Plan addresses freestanding signs via Urban Design (UD) Guideline 11.7 and IM 

Policy 17.  According to UD Guideline 11.7, the sign guidelines listed in the Specific Plan are 

intended to assist downtown businesses in selecting appropriate signs and to allow downtown 

signage to be different from outlying commercial areas in recognition of its special role in a more 

pedestrian-oriented environment.  UD Guideline 11.7 lists the following: 

 

1. All signs must conform to the proposed amended Novato Sign Ordinance 

incorporating the Downtown Specific Plan area requirements. All signs shall be 
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professionally designed and fabricated. Specially designed logos, symbols and 

icons shall be encouraged.  

 

2. The design of all signs (including materials, colors, configuration and illumination) 

shall conform to the architectural style and period of the buildings they identify. 

Incompatible corporate logos or standardized script shall be avoided. With such a 

wide variety of materials to choose from, businesses are discouraged from using 

plastic signs which appear mass produced, and are encouraged to use more original 

interesting materials which enhance the unique visual quality of Downtown as 

pedestrian-friendly. Paper signs, except as temporary notices, are 

prohibited.  

 

3. Free standing signs shall be designed in accordance with design guidelines, 

minimized in height, and integrated with the landscape by means of accent planting, 

the use of trees or other design elements.  

 

4. The size, shape and location of all signs shall be compatible with the building 

proportions and features.  

 

5. The preferred method of sign illumination involves use of soft exterior lighting, 

where the light source and all appurtenant devices are screened from public view. 

Internally illuminated cabinet signs are strongly discouraged. However, individual 

letter signs having internal illumination may be considered appropriate for larger 

buildings, and where consistent with local design guidelines.  

 

6. Visible braces and other support devices shall be avoided, but, if required, shall be 

incorporated as a design feature.  

 

7. Multi-tenant buildings shall all have master sign programs. Provisions shall be 

made for coordination of sign dimensions, materials, textures, colors, illumination, 

and method and location of mounting. 

 

8. Signage shall be integrated with landscape elements such as walls, planters, and 

street furniture.  

 

IM Policy 17 directs specific amendments to the sign standards of the Municipal Code to meet the 

guidelines described in UD 11.7 above, and includes the following statement about prohibiting 

freestanding signs:  

 

“Prohibit freestanding signs in the Specific Plan Area, except for properties 

designated General Commercial, subject to design review.” 

 

The Novato Municipal Code was updated in 2001 to implement IM Policy 17. 

 

The Specific Plan does not provide an explicit reason why freestanding signs are permissible only 

on properties zoned General Commercial (CG). The policy for General Commercial (CG) 

properties was likely based on the observation this land use designation allows auto-oriented 
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businesses, such as gas stations, and recognizing properties so designated are not located in the 

core of downtown Novato and are primarily found along Redwood Boulevard.    

 

The  proposed Specific Plan amendment would add Planned District (PD) as a zoning designation 

where freestanding signs would be acceptable provided a given precise development plan 

recognizes such a sign type as being permitted.  For reference, the PD Zoning District: 

 

 may be applied to any land use designation of the General Plan; 

 

 is an empty zoning classification that relies upon the adoption of a master plan 

(establishing permitted land uses and development intensity) and a precise development 

plan (establishing development standards – height limit, setbacks, etc.) to regulate a 

specific use(s); 

 

 allows flexibility to deviate from standard zoning code provisions where doing so results 

in a better project, preserves environmental resources, or shows greater sensitivity to the 

characteristics of a given site and surrounding properties; 

 

 requires Design Review Commission, Planning Commission, and City Council review of 

new development proposals; and 

 

 may be used to designate a review authority (e.g., Community Development Director) for 

minor amendments and subsequent permitting activities (e.g., sign review). 

 

There are seven properties in the Downtown Overlay that are designated PD as outlined in the 

table below. If the proposed Specific Plan amendment were approved, these properties could seek 

approval of a precise development plan or amend an existing precise development plan to install a 

freestanding sign(s).  Some of the properties below are not subject to an adopted Master Plan and 

would need to receive approval of such a plan prior to pursuing a precise development plan 

allowing a freestanding sign(s) – a precise development plan cannot be created without first 

approving a master plan.  

 
Property Location Developed Master Plan Precise Development Plan 

Woodside Office Center 7250 Redwood Yes Yes Yes 

North Bay Center 7200 Redwood Yes Yes Yes 

Bondoc/Flynn south of 7200 Redwood No No No 

Whole Foods/Millworks 790 DeLong Avenue Yes Yes Yes 

Novato Depot Grant at Railroad No No No 

Old Town Glass 700 Grant Yes No No 

Courtyard Square 750 Grant Yes No No 

 

Creating or amending a precise development plan is a discretionary action - there is no guarantee 

a request to allow a freestanding sign(s) at one or more of the noted properties would be granted.  

Any request to create or amend a precise development plan to allow a freestanding sign(s) would 

be reviewed on a case-by-case basis against the design guidelines of the Specific Plan.  It should 

be noted the procedure noted above may only apply through the effective date of the Specific Plan. 

Thereafter, signs in the Downtown are likely to be regulated by a new set of design guidelines 

coupled with the uniform sign standards contained in the Municipal Code.   
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Staff considers the Applicant’s proposed Specific Plan amendment to be internally consistent with 

the policy aims of the Specific Plan, including preserving a vibrant, pedestrian oriented downtown, 

based on the following observations: 

 

 The Planned District review process provides complete discretion to the Planning 

Commission and City Council to determine whether a freestanding sign(s) is acceptable on 

case-by-case basis. The amendment does not create a right or entitlement to have 

freestanding signs on PD zoned properties in the Specific Plan area; 

 

 The design guidelines of UD Guideline 11.7, as noted above, would apply to any request 

to include a freestanding sign(s) in a precise development plan, addressing such items as 

location, aesthetic quality, size/height, illumination, and pedestrian orientation.  

Application of these guidelines would ensure consistency with the policy aims of the 

Specific Plan. 

 

2. The proposed amendment would not be detrimental to the public interest, health, safety, 

convenience, or welfare of the City; and 

 

The  proposed Specific Plan amendment would not result in conditions detrimental to the public 

interest, health, safety, convenience, or welfare of the City since any proposal for a freestanding 

sign(s) on a PD designated property in the Downtown Overlay would be subject to discretionary 

review by the Planning Commission and City Council through the Planned District process.  The 

Planned District process would allow the Planning Commission and City Council to consider 

whether a freestanding sign(s) is appropriate based on location and design, and such consideration 

necessarily includes a review of potential threats to public health, safety, convenience, and welfare 

to make the required findings of approval. Furthermore, all signs are subject to securing a building 

permit from the City, which includes a plan check and inspections to ensure adequate structural 

support, proper electrical wiring (if illuminated), and preservation of adequate site distance for 

motorists.   

 

3. The proposed amendment would further the goals, objectives, policies and programs of the 

General Plan. 

 

The General Plan includes economic development policies focusing on retaining existing 

businesses and attracting new commercial operations that are considered to be relevant to the 

question of whether freestanding signs should be an option available to PD zoned properties in the 

Specific Plan area.  These policies include: 

 

EC Policy 6 Business Encouragement.  The City shall actively encourage new and 

existing targeted businesses to locate in Novato, increasing employment 

opportunities for Novatans. 

 

EC Policy 11 Retention of Existing Businesses.  Retain, upgrade, and increase the 

vitality of existing Novato businesses. 

 

EC Policy 12  Attracting New Businesses.  Encourage new targeted businesses as 

defined by the Economic Development Master Plan. 
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The Applicant’s proposed Specific Plan amendment would expand opportunities to install 

freestanding signs in the Downtown Overlay on PD zoned properties. In some instances, including 

the Office Center, a freestanding sign(s) may be warranted to better identify a given building or 

business, assuming the location, size, and design of the sign(s) are found to be consistent with the 

design guidelines of the Specific Plan. The flexibility to consider freestanding signs on PD zoned 

properties could encourage the retention of existing businesses and attraction of new commercial 

tenants to the Specific Plan area. Based on these observations, the Applicant’s proposed 

amendment to the Downtown Specific Plan is considered to advance Economic Development 

Chapter policies 6, 11, and 12. 

 

Precise Development Plan Amendment 

 

The Applicant is proposing to amend the existing Woodside PDP to include a master sign program 

it developed for the Office Center, including two freestanding site identification signs. This 

amendment presumes there is support to modify the Specific Plan as discussed above. Assuming 

there is such support, the Planning Commission should consider the Woodside PDP amendment 

against the findings of approval for a precise development plan as specified in Novato Municipal 

Code Section 19.42.060.F.3. These findings are listed below followed by a discussion addressing 

whether the Woodside PDP amendment is considered to be consistent therewith. 
 

a. The proposed Precise Development Plan is consistent with the General 

Plan, any applicable specific plan, and the approved Master Plan; 

General Plan  

 

As discussed earlier, the General Plan does not contain policies directly addressing sign type or 

design, but there are economic development policies considered relevant to the Applicant’s sign 

proposal.  In this instance, the addition of freestanding signs to the Woodside PDP as a permitted 

sign type is considered to be consistent with General Plan Economic Chapter Policies Nos. 6, 

11, and 12 based on the same observations made for the  proposed amendment to the Specific 

Plan – please refer to Finding 3. above. 

 

Downtown Novato Specific Plan 

 

Specific Plan Urban Design Guideline 11.7 provides more direct guidance regarding sign design 

against which the proposed Woodside PDP amendment may be judged. The following is a list 

of the design guidelines of UD 11.7.  Please note the Specific Plan lists the following provisions 

as guidelines, but the language itself is written in a prescriptive fashion. Staff interprets the intent 

of the provisions to function as guidelines and not mandates.  

 

1. All signs must conform to the proposed amended Novato Sign Ordinance 

incorporating the Downtown Specific Plan area requirements. All signs shall be 

professionally designed and fabricated. Specially designed logos, symbols and 

icons shall be encouraged.  

 

The proposed freestanding site identification signs have been compared against the uniform sign 

requirements applicable to properties in the Downtown Overlay. Properties in the Downtown 
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Overlay are subject to sign standards that are more restrictive than those applicable to areas outside 

of the Overlay. The sign standards of the Downtown Overlay, in particular sign area and letter 

height, are oriented toward being of a pedestrian scale and are generally premised on the shop 

widths (25- to 50-feet) and heights (primarily single-story) found on the east segment of Grant 

Avenue.   

 

In this instance, the two freestanding signs have elements that would deviate from uniform sign 

requirements applicable in the Downtown Overlay, including: maximum sign area, sign height, 

and letter height. The following table describes the sign area, sign height, and letter height for both 

proposed freestanding identification signs versus uniform code requirements. 

 

 Proposed 

Area 

Overlay 

Maximum  

Area 

Proposed 

Sign Height 

Overlay 

Maximum  

Sign Height 

Proposed 

Letter 

Height 

Overlay 

Maximum 

Letter Height 

Corner Site 

Identification 

Sign 

52-sq.ft. 25-sq.ft. 4’-0” 6’-0” 24-inches 12-inches 

Freestanding 

Site Monument 

Sign 
27-sq.ft. 25-sq.ft. 7’-9” 6’-0” 9.5-inches 12-inches 

  

The Sign Ordinance includes a provision indicating the uniform standards of the Ordinance do not 

apply where specific sign standards are established by an approved master plan or precise 

development plan (see Zoning Ordinance Section 19.32.020.A.2). This provision allows the 

Planning Commission to permit signs that deviate from the uniform sign standards applicable in 

the Downtown Overlay.  Whether these deviations are considered acceptable is discussed below.  

 

2. The design of all signs (including materials, colors, configuration and illumination) 

shall conform to the architectural style and period of the buildings they identify. 

Incompatible corporate logos or standardized script shall be avoided. With such a 

wide variety of materials to choose from, businesses are discouraged from using 

plastic signs which appear mass produced, and are encouraged to use more original 

interesting materials which enhance the unique visual quality of Downtown as 

pedestrian-friendly. Paper signs, except as temporary notices, are prohibited. 

 

3. Free standing signs shall be designed in accordance with design guidelines, 

minimized in height, and integrated with the landscape by means of accent planting, 

the use of trees or other design elements. 

 

4. The size, shape and location of all signs shall be compatible with the building 

proportions and features.  

 

The following discussion addresses guidelines Nos. 2, 3, and 4.   

 

The Office Center has a traditional office form, but has architectural styling, finish treatments, and 

trim elements that appear adapted from the Craftsman architectural theme. The Applicant’s 

freestanding site identification signs have a more modern appearance with individual, pin-mounted 

letter forms for the corner identification sign and an aluminum cabinet with applied letter forms 

for the site monument sign at Office Center’s entry drive.   
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Determining design compatibility is admittedly subjective. In this instance, it is staff’s impression 

that the larger corner site identification sign seems to contrast with the architectural design of the 

Office Center, in particular its pin-mounted, 24-inch letters in a bright white color.  The corner site 

identification sign will be the most visible sign at the Office Center and fronts on an important 

intersection into downtown Novato. Given this location, a sign that is a bit more subdued, perhaps 

mounted against a decorative rock wall with a darker shade of lettering, might relate better to the 

architecture of the existing office building. Examples of well integrated freestanding site 

identification signs can be found at Pacheco Plaza and Hamilton Marketplace.  

 

Staff views the smaller, freestanding site monument sign near the Office Center’s driveway at 

Redwood Boulevard to be acceptable from a design perspective since it is in a less prominent 

location than the larger corner site identification sign.   

 

Given the concerns noted above, the Planning Commission may consider the following 

alternatives: 

 

1. Recommend a PDP amendment accepting the Applicant’s sign designs as presented in the 

master sign program; 

 

2. Recommend a PDP amendment approving two freestanding signs and deferring regulation 

to the uniform sign standards applied to properties outside of the Downtown Overlay, 

including design review by the Community Development Director consistent with 

Municipal Code Section 19.32.030; or 

 

3. Recommending a PDP amendment approving two freestanding signs and including 

specific sign standards (sign area, height, and letter size) taken from the Applicant’s master 

sign program and requiring design review by the Community Development Director 

consistent with Municipal Code Section 19.32.030. 

 

Staff has prepared a draft resolution recommending approval of option No. 3 for the PDP 

amendment. Option No. 3 is viewed as providing the Applicant with certainty that freestanding 

signs are permitted at the Office Center, but reserves the ability to consider sign styling through a 

subsequent review by the Community Development Director.  

 

5. The preferred method of sign illumination involves use of soft exterior lighting, 

where the light source and all appurtenant devices are screened from public view. 

Internally illuminated cabinet signs are strongly discouraged. However, individual 

letter signs having internal illumination may be considered appropriate for larger 

buildings, and where consistent with local design guidelines.  

 

The Woodside PDP currently prohibits illuminated signs. The master sign program does not 

identify the site identification  signs as being illuminated internally or externally. The proposed 

PDP amendment does not change the restriction on illuminated signs. 

 

6. Visible braces and other support devices shall be avoided, but, if required, shall be 

incorporated as a design feature.  
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The Applicant’s proposed signs are mounted to a stone base and there is no visible bracing.  The 

review of the design by the Community Development Director would ensure the final design of 

the proposed signs conforms to guideline no. 6. 

 

7. Multi-tenant buildings shall all have master sign programs. Provisions shall be 

made for coordination of sign dimensions, materials, textures, colors, illumination, 

and method and location of mounting. 

 

The a master sign program indicates the dimensions, materials, textures, colors, and method and 

location of mounting. 

 

8. Signage shall be integrated with landscape elements such as walls, planters, and street 

furniture. 

 

The proposed freestanding site identification signs are located within landscaped areas of the 

Office Center and include base elements featuring stone veneer with a natural appearance. As 

suggested earlier, staff is of the opinion the corner site identification sign could be more 

complimentary to the Office Center’s architecture. 

 

Woodside Office Center Master Plan 

 

The Woodside Office Center Master Plan does not address signs.  So long as the proposed signs 

relate to office use of the property there is no consistency issue with respect to the Master Plan.  

 

b. The proposed Precise Development Plan would produce a comprehensive 

development of superior quality (e.g., appropriate variety of structure 

placement and orientation opportunities, appropriate mix of land uses and 

structure sizes, high quality architectural design, increased amounts of 

landscaping and open space, improved solutions to the design and 

placement of parking facilities, etc.) than might otherwise occur from more 

traditional development applications; 

 

The Applicant is of the perspective that freestanding site identification signs will provide 

improved site and tenant identification that is more appropriate to the Office Center than could 

otherwise be achieved through application of the uniform sign standards applied in the 

Downtown Overlay. This perspective is based on observations that wall signs of 25-sqaure feet 

and with 12-inch letter heights, as allowed in the Downtown Overlay, are not of a sufficient 

size to effectively identify the Office Center or its lone entry point on Redwood Boulevard 

given the office building’s significant setback from and height above the surrounding street 

system.  

 

Staff agrees with the Applicant’s perspective.  In this instance, the existing office building is 

setback 100- to 140-feet from the edge of the abutting street lanes (northbound Redwood and 

eastbound DeLong) and sits approximately 20-feet above the surrounding streets. Given these 

characteristics, signs of 25-square feet with 12-inch letter heights would be undersized and 

difficult to read at street level in a moving vehicle.  Additionally, views of the Office Center 

are intermittently obscured by existing landscaping when traveling in the closest northbound 
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lane on Redwood Boulevard and eastbound lane on DeLong Avenue, a circumstance further 

making small, wall-mounted signs, as permitted in the Downtown Overlay, difficult to see from 

a moving vehicle.  

 

Based on the observations above, the proposed freestanding site identification signs are 

considered to be an improved design solution to properly identify the Office Center and its entry 

drive on Redwood Boulevard than could otherwise be achieved by the strict application of the 

uniform sign standards applicable to the Downtown Overlay.  Accordingly, the proposed PDP 

amendment is considered to be  consistent with the finding b. above. 

 

c. The design, location, shape, size, operating characteristics, and the provision 

of public and emergency vehicle access and public services and utilities 

(e.g., drainage, fire protection, sewers, water, etc.), would ensure that the 

proposed development would not endanger, jeopardize, or otherwise be 

detrimental to the public health, safety, or general welfare, or injurious to 

the property or improvements in the vicinity and zoning district in which the 

property is located; 

 

The freestanding signs proposed by the Applicant would be subject to obtaining a building permit 

from the city prior to installation.  The building permit process would include a plan review by 

the Novato Building Division to determine compliance with the California Building Code.  In 

addition, the Novato Planning Division would review the construction detail plans to confirm 

the freestanding signs maintain adequate site distance for motorists entering and existing the 

Office Center and those traveling on Redwood Boulevard and DeLong Avenue. As proposed, 

the freestanding signs appear to comply with required site distance. Signs complying with the 

noted standards would not endanger, jeopardize, or otherwise be detrimental to the public health, 

safety, or general welfare, or injurious to the property or improvements near the Office Center 

or elsewhere in the Downtown Overlay, consistent with the finding c. above. 

 

d. The proposed Precise Development Plan standards are reasonably suited to 

the specific characteristics of the site, and are compatible with the existing 

and future land uses in the surrounding neighborhood; 

 

As discussed above for finding b., the freestanding signs are considered to be reasonably suited 

to the specific characteristics of Office Center taking into account: a) the location of the site; b) 

existing building setback relative to the adjacent public right-of-way; c) existing building pad 

height above the intersection of Redwood Boulevard, Diablo Avenue, and DeLong Avenue; and, 

d) the landscape conditions along the site’s street frontage.    

 

Existing uses in the immediate vicinity of the Office Center include: 

 

North - Chevron Gas/Chipotle 

South - North Bay Center (offices) 

East – Single-Family Residences 

West - Novato Fair (shopping center)  
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Of these uses, freestanding signs are found at the Chevron gas station, Novato Fair, and North 

Bay Center.  The proposed freestanding signs would not be visible from the residences located 

east of the Office Center. Based on these observations, allowing freestanding signs at the Office 

Center is considered to be compatible with existing land uses.  

 

Future land uses in the area will be influenced by the  adoption of the draft General Plan 2035.  

The draft General Plan 2035 does not include any recommendation to change the land use 

designation applicable to nearby properties. Therefore, future land uses in the area will remain, 

for the foreseeable time, commercially oriented to the north, south, and west, with single-family 

residences to the east.  Approving the PDP amendment to allow freestanding signs at the Office 

Center would not be inconsistent with the future commercial land uses or the 

expansion/modification of existing commercial businesses in the area.  As discussed above, the 

single-family residences located east of the Office Center do not have views of the proposed 

freestanding signs.  

 

Based on the observations above, the proposed Woodside PDP amendment is considered to meet 

finding d. above.  

 

e. The subject site is: 

 

(1) Physically suitable for the type and density/intensity of 

development being proposed; 

 

(2) Adequate in shape and size to accommodate the use and all 

fences and walls, landscaping, loading, parking, yards, and 

other features required by this Zoning Ordinance; and 

 

(3) Served by streets and pedestrian facilities adequate in width 

and pavement type to carry the quantity and type of traffic 

expected to be generated by the proposed development. 

 

Finding e. is addressed to the design of new development projects, such as the construction of 

an office campus or new residential neighborhood, and does not relate directly to the Woodside 

PDP amendment. The Office Center, when approved in June 2000, was found to be consistent 

with finding e., as well as the other required PDP findings listed earlier.  The proposed Woodside 

PDP amendment to add freestanding site identification signs does not change the approved 

Office Center in a way that would conflict with finding e. 

 

Public Notice 

 

The City provided public notice of the Planning Commission’s hearing on the amendments to the 

Specific Plan and Woodside PDP by mailing notice to all properties owners and occupants within 

a 1,000 foot radius of the boundaries of the Woodside Office Center property and publishing a 

1/8th page legal add in the Marin Independent Journal. Notice was also mailed to the Downtown 
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Novato Business Association and Novato Chamber of Commerce.  
 

COMMISSION ALTERNATIVES 
 

1. Adopt the attached resolution recommending the City Council conditionally approve the 

proposed amendments to the Specific Plan and Woodside PDP based on the findings 

required for such actions. 

 

2. Adopt the attached resolution, with revisions, recommending the City Council approve the  

proposed amendments to the Specific Plan and Woodside PDP based on the findings 

required for such actions. 

 

3. Do adopt the attached resolution and recommend the City Council deny the proposed 

amendments to the Specific Plan and Woodside PDP based on the findings required for 

such actions. 

 

4. Continue the item with direction to staff. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

Staff recommends the Planning Commission adopt the attached resolution recommending the City 

Council conditionally approve the  proposed amendments to the Specific Plan and Woodside PDP 

based on the findings required for such actions. 

 

FURTHER ACTION 

 

The Planning Commission’s recommendation will be presented to the City Council at a future 

public hearing. Public notice will be given for the City Council hearing.  

 

ATTACHMENTS 

 

1. Draft Resolution 

2. Exterior Signage Re-Design Master Sign Program – Gnu Group, October 31, 2016 

3. City Council Resolution No. 79-00, Woodside Office Center PDP 
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 PLANNING COMMISSION RESOLUTION 

 

 RESOLUTION NO.    

 

RESOLUTION OF THE NOVATO PLANNING COMMISSION 

RECOMMENDING THE NOVATO CITY COUNCIL AMEND 

DOWNTOWN NOVATO SPECIFIC PLAN IMPLEMENTATION 

POLICY (IM) 17 TO ALLOW FREESTANDING SIGNS ON PARCELS 

ZONED PLANNED DISTRICT WHERE SUCH SIGNS ARE ALLOWED 

BY INCLUSION IN A PRECISE DEVELOPMENT PLAN 

 

 WHEREAS, the City of Novato ("City") received an application from Mach II Woodside, 

LLC (“Applicant”) to amend Downtown Novato Specific Plan (“Specific Plan”) Implementation 

Policy (IM) 17 to allow freestanding signs on parcels zoned Planned District where such a sign(s) 

is allowed by inclusion in a precise development plan;  

 

 WHEREAS, Specific Plan Policy IM 17 currently prohibits freestanding signs in the 

Specific Plan area, except for properties designated General Commercial (CG), subject to design 

review;  

 

 WHEREAS, amending Specific Plan Policy IM 17 would allow any property zoned 

Planned District (PD) and located within the Specific Plan area to apply for a precise development 

plan to request City approval to install a freestanding sign(s);  

 

 WHEREAS, proposed amendment to the Specific Plan is exempt from the requirements of 

the California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) and the City of Novato Environmental 

Review Guidelines pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Sections 15061(b)(3) and 15311 – Accessory 

Structures;    

 

WHEREAS, the Planning Commission held a public hearing on September 18, 2017, and 

considered all oral and written comments on the proposed amendment to the Specific Plan; and 

 

WHEREAS, public notices describing the Planning Commission’s public hearing on the 

proposed Specific Plan amendment at issue herein were sent to property owners within 1,000-feet 

of the boundaries of the Woodside Office Center (7250 Redwood Boulevard), the county clerk of 

the County of Marin, the Downtown Novato Business Association, the Novato Chamber of 

Commerce, and all persons requesting notice pursuant to Section 19.58.020 of the Novato 

Municipal Code, and published in 1/8th page legal ad in the Marin Independent Journal, a 

newspaper of local circulation, on September 8, 2017. 

 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Planning Commission hereby finds and 

resolves as follows: 

 

Section 1. Recitals 
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The foregoing recitals are true and correct and are incorporated into the findings herein. 

 

Section 2. Record 

 

The Record of Proceedings ("Record") upon which the Planning Commission bases its 

recommendation includes, but is not limited to: (1) the staff reports, City files and records and 

other documents prepared for and/or submitted to the City relating to the proposed Specific Plan 

amendment (2) the evidence, facts, findings and other determinations set forth in this resolution, 

(3) the City of Novato 1996 General Plan, the Downtown Novato Specific Plan, and the Novato 

Municipal Code, (4) all designs, plans, studies, data and correspondence submitted to the City in 

connection with the proposed Specific Plan amendment (5) all documentary and oral evidence 

received at public hearings or submitted to the City prior thereto (6) all other matters of common 

knowledge to the Planning Commission including, but not limited to, City, state, and federal laws, 

policies, rules, regulations, reports, records and projections related to development within the City 

of Novato and its surrounding areas. 

 

 The location and custodian of the records is the Novato Community Development 

Department, 922 Machin Avenue, Novato, California, 94945. 

 

Section 3. CEQA Finding 

 

The proposed Specific Plan amendment is considered to be exempt from the requirements of the 

California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) and the City of Novato Environmental Review 

Guidelines pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Sections 15061(b)(3) and 15311 – Accessory Structures.   

 

Section 15061(b)(3) is referred to as the “general rule” exemption and may be applied to proposed 

projects that, from a practical perspective, will not result in a direct or reasonably foreseeable 

indirect negative physical impact on the environment. Amending the Specific Plan to expand 

opportunities for freestanding signs to a limited number of properties and the potential construction 

of such signs in a downtown setting would not have a significant negative physical effect on the 

environment.   

 

Section 15311 applies to the construction or replacement of minor structures, including, but not 

limited to, on premise signs. The proposed Specific Plan amendment would allow properties 

located in the Specific Plan area and zoned Planned District (PD) the opportunity to install 

freestanding signs when authorized by an approved precise development plan. The installation of 

on premise, free standing signs appurtenant to a commercial or mixed residential/commercial land 

use would be minor in nature and would not have a significant negative impact on the environment.  

 

Section 4. Specific Plan Amendment Findings 

 

The Planning Commission hereby makes the following findings as required by Section 

19.56.070.A of the Novato Municipal Code with respect to the Specific Plan amendment at issue 

herein based on the evidence contained in the Record hereby incorporated by reference: 
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1. The proposed amendment is internally consistent with the General Plan; 

 

Facts in Support: The General Plan does not contain any policies directly addressing signs and 

instead defers to the Specific Plan for design guidance on new development and accessory 

improvements (e.g., signs) in the Specific Plan area. For purposes of considering the finding above, 

it is appropriate to judge the internal consistency of the proposed Specific Plan amendment with 

other applicable policy aims of the Specific Plan.  

 

The Specific Plan addresses freestanding signs via Urban Design (UD) Guideline 11.7 and 

Implementation (IM) Policy 17. According to UD Guideline 11.7, the sign guidelines listed in the 

Specific Plan are intended to assist downtown businesses in selecting appropriate signs and to 

allow downtown signage to be different from outlying commercial areas in recognition of its 

special role in a more pedestrian-oriented environment. The matters of sign design and pedestrian 

orientation are considered the key policy consistency issues relevant to the proposed Specific Plan 

amendment.   

 

IM Policy 17 directed specific amendments to the sign standards of the Municipal Code to meet 

the guidelines described in UD 11.7 above, including the following prohibition on freestanding 

signs:  

 

“Prohibit freestanding signs in the Specific Plan Area, except for properties 

designated General Commercial, subject to design review.” 

 

The Specific Plan does not provide an explicit reason why freestanding signs are permissible only 

on properties zoned General Commercial (CG). However, this policy was likely based on the 

observation the CG land use designation allows auto-oriented businesses, such as gas stations, and 

recognizing properties so designated are not located in the core of downtown Novato and are 

primarily found along Redwood Boulevard.  

 

The proposed Specific Plan amendment would add Planned District (PD) as a zoning designation 

where freestanding signs would be acceptable provided a given precise development plan 

recognizes such a sign type as being permitted. The PD zoning designation currently applies to 

seven properties in the Specific Plan area. Any of these seven properties or any future properties 

zoned PD and located the Specific Plan area could request approval of a precise development plan 

allowing freestanding signs.  

 

The process to create or amend a precise development plan is unique to PD zoned properties and 

involves a discretionary action subject to public review proceedings by the Design Review 

Commission, Planning Commission, and City Council. A proposal to create or amend a precise 

development plan to allow a freestanding sign(s) would be reviewed on a case-by-case basis to 

determine whether it is appropriate to allow such a sign(s). Such a review would take into 

consideration a given freestanding sign’s consistency with the design measures specified under 

Specific Plan UD Guideline 11.7, the sign’s location, and whether a pedestrian-oriented signs (e.g., 

wall sign, awning sign, etc.) rather than a more auto-adapted freestanding sign is appropriate.  
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Based on the discussion above, the proposed Specific Plan amendment is considered to be 

consistent with the broader policy aims of the Specific Plan recognizing there is a robust 

discretionary review process in place to address whether a given sign proposal is acceptable based 

the design guidance and policy aims of the Specific Plan.  

 

2. The proposed amendment would not be detrimental to the public interest, 

health, safety, convenience, or welfare of the City; and 

 

Facts in Support: The proposed Specific Plan amendment would not result in conditions 

detrimental to the public interest, health, safety, convenience, or welfare of the City since any 

proposal for a freestanding sign(s) on a PD designated property in the Specific Plan area would be 

subject to discretionary review by the Planning Commission and City Council through the Planned 

District process. The Planned District process would allow the Planning Commission and City 

Council to consider whether a freestanding sign(s) is appropriate based on location and design, 

and such consideration necessarily includes a review of potential threats to public health, safety, 

convenience, and welfare to make the required findings of approval. Furthermore, all signs are 

subject to securing a building permit from the City, which includes a plan check and inspections 

to ensure adequate structural support, proper electrical wiring (if illuminated), and preservation of 

adequate site distance for motorists.   

 

3. The proposed amendment would further the goals, objectives, policies and programs 

of the General Plan. 

 

Facts in Support: The 1996 Novato General Plan includes economic development policies focusing 

on retaining existing businesses and attracting new commercial operations that are considered to 

be relevant to the question of whether freestanding signs should be an option available to PD zoned 

properties in the Specific Plan area. These policies include: 

 

EC Policy 6 Business Encouragement. The City shall actively encourage new and 

existing targeted businesses to locate in Novato, increasing employment 

opportunities for Novatans. 

 

EC Policy 11 Retention of Existing Businesses. Retain, upgrade, and increase the 

vitality of existing Novato businesses. 

 

EC Policy 12  Attracting New Businesses. Encourage new targeted businesses as 

defined by the Economic Development Master Plan. 

 

The proposed Specific Plan amendment would expand opportunities to install freestanding signs 

in the Specific Plan area on PD zoned properties. In some instances, a freestanding sign(s) may be 

warranted to better identify a given building or business, assuming the location, size, and design 

of the sign(s) are found to be consistent with the design guidelines of the Specific Plan. The 

flexibility to consider freestanding signs on PD zoned properties could encourage the retention of 

existing businesses and the attraction of commercial operations to the Specific Plan area. Based 

on these observations, the proposed amendment to the Specific Plan is considered to advance 
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Economic Development Chapter policies 6, 11, and 12. 
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Section 5. Recommendation 

 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, the Planning Commission hereby 

recommends the City Council amend Specific Plan Implementation Policy (IM) 17 - Item No. 6 

to allow freestanding signs on parcels zoned Planned District where such a sign(s) is allowed by 

inclusion in a precise development plan as follows: 

 

6. Prohibit freestanding signs in the Specific Plan Area, except for properties designated 

General Commercial, subject to design review, and parcels zoned Planned District (PD) 

where such signs are allowed by inclusion in a precise development plan. 

 

Passed and adopted at a regular meeting of the Planning Commission of the City of Novato held 

on the    day of     , by the following vote: 

 

AYES: 

 

NOES: 

 

ABSTAIN: 

 

ABSENT: 

 

*  *  *  *  *  * 

 

I HEREBY CERTIFY that the foregoing is a full, true and correct copy of the resolution which 

was adopted by the Planning Commission, City of Novato, County of Marin, State of California, 

on the    day of     . 

 

 

 

Chairman  
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 PLANNING COMMISSION RESOLUTION 

 

 RESOLUTION NO.    

 

RESOLUTION OF THE NOVATO PLANNING COMMISSION 

RECOMMENDING THE NOVATO CITY COUNCIL AMEND THE 

WOODSIDE OFFICE DEVELOPMENT PRECISE DEVELOPMENT 

PLAN (CITY COUNCIL RESOLUTION NO. 79-00) TO ALLOW 

FREESTANDING SIGNS  

 

 WHEREAS, the City of Novato ("City") received an application from Mach II Woodside, 

LLC (“Applicant”) to amend the Woodside Office Development Precise Development Plan (City 

Council Resolution No. 79-00) to allow freestanding signs as an acceptable sign type at the 

Woodside Office Center (“Office Center”);  

 

 WHEREAS, the Office Center is located in the Downtown Novato Specific Plan (“Specific 

Plan”) area;  

 

 WHEREAS, the Office Center is zoned Planned District (PD) and is located in the 

Downtown Novato Specific Plan Overlay (“Downtown Overlay”); 

 

WHEREAS, the Office Center is subject to regulation by the Woodside Office Center 

Master Plan and Precise Development Plan (“Woodside PDP”) adopted by the City Council in 

June 2000;  

 

WHEREAS, by separate resolution adopted prior hereto, the Planning Commission did 

recommend the City Council adopt an amendment to the Specific Plan allowing freestanding signs 

on PD zoned properties located in the Specific Plan area where incorporated in a new or amended 

precise development plan prior to making a recommendation on the PDP amendment at issue 

herein; 

 

 WHEREAS, the Woodside PDP amendment is exempt from the requirements of the 

California Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) and the City of Novato Environmental Review 

Guidelines pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Sections 15061(b)(3) and 15311 – Accessory Structures;  

  

 

WHEREAS, the Planning Commission held a public hearing on September 18, 2017, and 

considered all oral and written comments on the proposed PDP amendment; and 

 

WHEREAS, public notices describing the Planning Commission’s public hearing on the 

proposed PDP amendment at issue herein were sent to property owners within 1,000-feet of the 

boundaries of the Woodside Office Center (7250 Redwood Boulevard), the county clerk of the 

County of Marin, the Downtown Novato Business Association, the Novato Chamber of 

Commerce, and all persons requesting notice pursuant to Section 19.58.020 of the Novato 

Municipal Code, and published in 1/8th page legal ad in the Marin Independent Journal, a 

newspaper of local circulation, on September 8, 2017. 
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NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Planning Commission hereby finds and 

resolves as follows: 

 

Section 1. Recitals 

 

The foregoing recitals are true and correct and are incorporated into the findings herein. 

 

Section 2. Record 

 

The Record of Proceedings ("Record") upon which the Planning Commission bases its 

recommendation on the PDP amendment includes, but is not limited to: (1) the staff reports, City 

files and records and other documents prepared for and/or submitted to the City relating to the 

proposed Specific Plan amendment (2) the evidence, facts, findings and other determinations set 

forth in this resolution, (3) the City of Novato 1996 General Plan, the Downtown Novato Specific 

Plan, and the Novato Municipal Code, (4) all designs, plans, studies, data and correspondence 

submitted to the City in connection with the proposed Specific Plan amendment (5) all 

documentary and oral evidence received at public hearings or submitted to the City prior thereto 

(6) all other matters of common knowledge to the Planning Commission including, but not limited 

to, City, state, and federal laws, policies, rules, regulations, reports, records and projections related 

to development within the City of Novato and its surrounding areas. 

 

 The location and custodian of the records is the Novato Community Development 

Department, 922 Machin Avenue, Novato, California, 94945. 

 

Section 3. CEQA Finding 

 

The proposed PDP amendment is considered to be exempt from the requirements of the California 

Environmental Quality Act (“CEQA”) and the City of Novato Environmental Review Guidelines 

pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Sections 15061(b)(3) and 15311 – Accessory Structures.   

 

Section 15061(b)(3) is referred to as the “general rule” exemption and may be applied to proposed 

projects that, from a practical perspective, will not result in a direct or reasonably foreseeable 

indirect negative physical impact on the environment. Amending the Woodside PDP to allow two 

freestanding site identification signs would not have a significant negative physical effect on the 

environment.   

 

Section 15311 applies to the construction or replacement of minor structures, including, but not 

limited to, on premise signs. The Woodside PDP amendment would allow the installation of two 

freestanding signs. The installation of two on premise, free standing signs appurtenant to the office 

use of the Woodside Office Center would be minor in nature and would not have a significant 

negative impact on the environment.  

Section 4. Precise Development Plan Amendment Findings 

 

The Planning Commission hereby makes the following findings as required by Novato Municipal 

Code Section 19.42.060.F.3. with respect to the Woodside PDP amendment at issue herein based 

on the evidence contained in the Record hereby incorporated by reference: 
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a. The proposed Precise Development Plan is consistent with the General 

Plan, any applicable specific plan, and the approved Master Plan; 

 

1996 Novato General Plan 

 

The 1996 Novato General Plan does not contain policies directly addressing sign type or design. 

However, the General Plan includes economic development policies focusing on retaining existing 

businesses and attracting new commercial operations that are relevant to the Woodside PDP 

amendment. These policies are: 

 

EC Policy 6 Business Encouragement. The City shall actively encourage new and 

existing targeted businesses to locate in Novato, increasing employment 

opportunities for Novatans. 

 

EC Policy 11 Retention of Existing Businesses. Retain, upgrade, and increase the 

vitality of existing Novato businesses. 

 

EC Policy 12  Attracting New Businesses. Encourage new targeted businesses as 

defined by the Economic Development Master Plan. 

 

The Applicant requested the proposed Woodside PDP amendment based on concerns raised by 

existing office tenants that it is difficult for clients to identify the Office Center and locate its single 

entry drive from the surrounding street system. Given these concerns, the placement of 

freestanding signs identifying the Office Center is considered to be relevant to encouraging new 

businesses to locate in Novato and retaining those office tenants already occupying the Office 

Center. The addition of two freestanding signs, such as those proposed by the Applicant, will better 

identify the Office Center and thereby improve the opportunity to attract and retain businesses in 

Novato consistent with EC policies 6, 11, and 12. 

 

Downtown Novato Specific Plan 

 

Specific Plan Urban Design Guideline 11.7 provides more direct guidance regarding sign design 

against which the proposed Woodside PDP amendment may be judged. The following is a 

discussion of the design guidelines of UD 11.7. These provisions are intended to function as 

guidelines and not mandates.  

 

1. All signs must conform to the proposed amended Novato Sign Ordinance 

incorporating the Downtown Specific Plan area requirements. All signs shall be 

professionally designed and fabricated. Specially designed logos, symbols and 

icons shall be encouraged.  

 

The proposed freestanding site identification signs have been compared against the uniform sign 

requirements applicable to properties in the Downtown Overlay. Properties in the Downtown 

Overlay are subject to sign standards that are more restrictive than those applicable to areas outside 

of the Overlay. The sign standards of the Downtown Overlay, in particular sign area and letter 
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height, are oriented toward being of a pedestrian scale and are generally premised on the shop 

widths (25- to 50-feet) and heights (primarily single-story) found on the east segment of Grant 

Avenue.   

 

In this instance, the two freestanding site identifications signs proposed for the Woodside Office 

Center have elements deviating from uniform sign requirements applicable in the Downtown 

Overlay, including: maximum sign area, sign height, and letter height. These deviations are 

premised on the need to have signs of a sufficient area, height, and letter size to be legible from 

the surrounding street system.   

  

Zoning Ordinance Subsection 19.32.020.A.2 indicates that uniform sign standards do not apply 

where specific sign standards are established by an approved master plan or precise development 

plan. Given this provision, the proposed Woodside PDP amendment may include signs deviating 

from the uniform sign standards applicable in the Downtown Overlay.   

 

2. The design of all signs (including materials, colors, configuration and illumination) 

shall conform to the architectural style and period of the buildings they identify. 

Incompatible corporate logos or standardized script shall be avoided. With such a 

wide variety of materials to choose from, businesses are discouraged from using 

plastic signs which appear mass produced, and are encouraged to use more original 

interesting materials which enhance the unique visual quality of Downtown as 

pedestrian-friendly. Paper signs, except as temporary notices, are prohibited. 

 

3. Free standing signs shall be designed in accordance with design guidelines, 

minimized in height, and integrated with the landscape by means of accent planting, 

the use of trees or other design elements. 

 

4. The size, shape and location of all signs shall be compatible with the building 

proportions and features.  

 

The following discussion addresses consistency with guidelines Nos. 2, 3, and 4.  

 

The Office Center has a traditional office form, but has architectural styling, finish treatments, and 

trim elements that appear adapted from the Craftsman architectural theme. The Applicant’s 

freestanding site identification signs have a more modern appearance with individual, pin-mounted 

letter forms for the corner identification sign and an aluminum cabinet with applied letter forms 

for the site monument sign at Office Center’s entry drive.   

 

Generally, the placement of freestanding signs at the Office Center is acceptable. However, the 

Applicant’s proposed corner site identification sign contrasts with the architectural design of the 

Office Center, in particular its pin-mounted, 24-inch letters in a bright white color. This sign will 

be the most visible sign at the Office Center and fronts on an important intersection into downtown 

Novato. Given this location, a sign that is more subdued, perhaps mounted against a decorative 

rock wall with a darker shade of lettering, might relate better to the architecture of the Office 

Center. The Woodside PDP amendment requires a subsequent review of the site identification 

signs by the Community Development Director to address sign styling, a process which will take 

into consideration the direction of Specific Plan Guidelines nos. 2, 3, and 4. 
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5. The preferred method of sign illumination involves use of soft exterior lighting, 

where the light source and all appurtenant devices are screened from public view. 

Internally illuminated cabinet signs are strongly discouraged. However, individual 

letter signs having internal illumination may be considered appropriate for larger 

buildings, and where consistent with local design guidelines.  

 

The Woodside PDP currently prohibits illuminated signs. The master sign program does not 

identify the proposed freestanding site identification signs as being illuminated internally or 

externally. The Woodside PDP amendment does not change the restriction on illuminated signs. 

 

6. Visible braces and other support devices shall be avoided, but, if required, shall be 

incorporated as a design feature.  

 

The Applicant’s proposed site identification signs are mounted to a stone base and there is no 

visible bracing. The Community Development Director would review the specific design of the 

freestanding signs allowed by the proposed Woodside PDP amendment and ensure the final design 

of the freestanding site identification signs conforms to guideline no. 6. 

 

7. Multi-tenant buildings shall all have master sign programs. Provisions shall be 

made for coordination of sign dimensions, materials, textures, colors, illumination, 

and method and location of mounting. 

 

The Applicant has provided the dimensions, materials, textures, colors, and method and location 

of mounting in a master sign program. As noted above, the styling of the proposed freestanding 

signs would be subject to review by the Community Development Director. The Director will 

consider the design details of the signs and determine compliance with guideline no. 7. 

 

8. Signage shall be integrated with landscape elements such as walls, planters, and 

street furniture. 

 

The proposed freestanding site identification signs are located within landscaped areas of the 

Office Center and include base elements featuring stone veneer with a natural appearance. The 

proposed freestanding signs would be subject to review by the Community Development Director. 

The Director will consider the design details of the signs and determine compliance with guideline 

no. 8. 

 

Woodside Office Center Master Plan 

 

The Woodside Office Center Master Plan does not address signs. So long as the proposed 

freestanding site identification signs relate to office use of the property there is no consistency 

issue with respect to the Master Plan.  

 

b. The proposed Precise Development Plan would produce a comprehensive 

development of superior quality (e.g., appropriate variety of structure 

placement and orientation opportunities, appropriate mix of land uses and 

structure sizes, high quality architectural design, increased amounts of 
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landscaping and open space, improved solutions to the design and 

placement of parking facilities, etc.) than might otherwise occur from more 

traditional development applications; 

 

The proposed PDP amendment would allow two freestanding site identification signs with 

elements that deviate from the traditional signs standards applicable in the Downtown Overlay. 

In this instance, it is observed that the Office Center is setback 100- to 140-feet from the edge 

of the abutting street lanes (northbound Redwood and eastbound DeLong) and sits 

approximately 20-feet above surrounding streets. Additionally, views of the Office Center are 

intermittently obscured by existing landscaping when viewed from the closest northbound lane 

on Redwood Boulevard and eastbound lane on DeLong Avenue. Given these characteristics, 

signs of 25-square feet with 12-inch letter heights would be undersized and difficult to read at 

street level in a moving vehicle.   

 

Based on the observations above, the proposed freestanding site identification signs are 

considered to be an improved design solution to properly identify the Office Center and its entry 

drive on Redwood Boulevard than could otherwise be achieved by the strict application of the 

uniform sign standards applicable to the Downtown Overlay. Accordingly, the proposed PDP 

amendment is considered to be consistent with the finding b. above. 

 

c. The design, location, shape, size, operating characteristics, and the provision 

of public and emergency vehicle access and public services and utilities 

(e.g., drainage, fire protection, sewers, water, etc.), would ensure that the 

proposed development would not endanger, jeopardize, or otherwise be 

detrimental to the public health, safety, or general welfare, or injurious to 

the property or improvements in the vicinity and zoning district in which the 

property is located; 

 

The freestanding signs proposed by the Applicant would be subject to obtaining a building permit 

from the city prior to installation. The building permit process would include a plan review by 

the Novato Building Division to determine compliance with the California Building Code. In 

addition, the Novato Planning Division would review the construction detail plans to confirm 

the freestanding signs maintain adequate site distance for motorists entering and existing the 

Office Center and those traveling on Redwood Boulevard and DeLong Avenue. Signs complying 

with the noted standards would not endanger, jeopardize, or otherwise be detrimental to the 

public health, safety, or general welfare, or injurious to the property or improvements near the 

Office Center or elsewhere in the Downtown Overlay, consistent with the finding c. above. 

 

d. The proposed Precise Development Plan standards are reasonably suited to 

the specific characteristics of the site, and are compatible with the existing 

and future land uses in the surrounding neighborhood; 

 

As discussed above for finding b., freestanding site identification signs are considered to be 

reasonably suited to the specific characteristics of Office Center taking into account: a) the 

location of the site; b) existing building setback relative to the adjacent public right-of-way; c) 
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existing building pad height above the intersection of Redwood Boulevard, Diablo Avenue, and 

DeLong Avenue; and, d) the landscape conditions along the site’s street frontage.    

 

Existing uses in the immediate vicinity of the Office Center include: 

 

North - Chevron Gas/Chipotle 

South - North Bay Center (offices) 

East – Single-Family Residences 

West - Novato Fair (shopping center)  

 

Of the noted uses, freestanding signs are found at the Chevron gas station, Novato Fair, and 

North Bay Center. The proposed freestanding signs would not be visible from the residences 

located east of the Office Center. Based on these observations, allowing freestanding signs at 

the Office Center is considered to be compatible with existing land uses.  

 

Future land uses in the area will be influenced by the adoption of the draft General Plan 2035.  

The draft General Plan 2035 does not include any recommendation to change the land use 

designation applicable to nearby properties. Therefore, future land uses in the area will remain, 

for the foreseeable time, commercially oriented to the north, south, and west, with single-family 

residences to the east. Approving the PDP amendment to allow freestanding signs at the Office 

Center would not be inconsistent with the future commercial land uses or the 

expansion/modification of existing commercial businesses in the area. As discussed above, the 

single-family residences located east of the Office Center do not have views of the proposed 

freestanding signs.  

 

Based on the observations above, the proposed Woodside PDP amendment meets finding d. 

above.  

 

e. The subject site is: 

 

(1) Physically suitable for the type and density/intensity of 

development being proposed; 

 

(2) Adequate in shape and size to accommodate the use and all 

fences and walls, landscaping, loading, parking, yards, and 

other features required by this Zoning Ordinance; and 

 

(3) Served by streets and pedestrian facilities adequate in width 

and pavement type to carry the quantity and type of traffic 

expected to be generated by the proposed development. 

 

Finding e. is addressed to the design of new development projects, such as the construction of 

an office campus or new residential neighborhood, and does not relate directly to the Woodside 
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PDP amendment. The Office Center, when approved in June 2000, was found to be consistent 

with finding e., as well as the other required PDP findings listed earlier. The proposed Woodside 

PDP amendment to add freestanding site identification signs does not change the approved 

Office Center in a way that would conflict with finding e. 

 

Section 5 Recommendation 

 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, the Planning Commission hereby 

recommends the City Council amend Woodside PDP condition of approval No. 61 to allow 

freestanding signs as follows: 

 

61. No illuminated signage shall be permitted. Freestanding signs are a permitted sign type at 

the Woodside Office Center, subject to the following: 

 

a.   One (1) corner site identification sign shall be permitted subject to the following 

limitations: maximum height of 4-feet (measured from grade to top of sign), 

maximum letter height of 24-inches, and a maximum area of 52-square feet. 

 

b. One (1) freestanding site monument sign, including a tenant identification 

component, shall be permitted subject to the following limitations:  maximum 

height of 7’-10”, maximum letter heights of 12-inches, and a maximum area of 

27-square feet. 

 

c. Freestanding signs shall be subject to review by the Community Development 

Director consistent with the requirements of Novato Municipal Code Section 

19.32.030. 

 

Passed and adopted at a regular meeting of the Planning Commission of the City of Novato held 

on the    day of     , by the following vote: 

 

AYES: 

 

NOES: 

 

ABSTAIN: 

 

ABSENT: 

 

*  *  *  *  *  * 

 

I HEREBY CERTIFY that the foregoing is a full, true and correct copy of the resolution which 

was adopted by the Planning Commission, City of Novato, County of Marin, State of California, 

on the    day of     . 

 

 

 

Chairman  
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