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Figure IV-19: Comparison between Job and Houshold activity clustered 
in and around San Francisco, San Jose, and the Central Segment of the 
Peninsula

Concentrations of Value & Activity

The patterns that begin to emerge as we 
look at the Corridor at different scales 
speak to the phenomenon of how value and 
activity clusters both locally and within a 
larger region.  At the highest level, the most 
value and activity is concentrated in and 
around San Francisco (about one million 
combined jobs and households) and in and 
around San Jose (about 900,000 combined 
jobs and households).  However, the central 
sub-region of the Peninsula is a large and 
competitively signifi cant concentration 
(almost 400,000 jobs and households), 
halfway between the infl uences of these 
larger urban areas (Figure IV-19).
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As is typical of major arterial strip corridors, when looked at broadly, 
retail establishments are relatively evenly distributed along El Camino 
Real up and down the Peninsula.  However, a closer inspection reveals 
the highest concentration of retail uses are clustered in conventional 
anchored centers, either neighborhood-serving or regional retail centers, 
positioned either at major crossroads or in the Peninsula’s various city 
centers.  This pattern of centers is a starting point for identifying where 
future growth can be accommodated in concentrations of intensity and 
activity at smaller scales
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Because of the Peninsula’s history of urban development, city centers 
are all located within a half mile of a Caltrain commuter train station 
(Figure IV-20).  Furthermore, where train stations are not located adjacent 
to El Camino Real, the corresponding city center is also located off of 
the Corridor.  An “ECHO Phase II” follow-up to this study will focus more 
closely on the distribution of retail activity on the Peninsula both on and 
off of El Camino Real.
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Figure IV-20: Distribution of City Centers and Train 
Stations along El Camino Real

Figure IV-21: Existing Broad Brush pattern of City Centers 
and Convenience Segments along El Camino Real
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The “Convenience” Scale

The convenience scale is a roughly six-to-eight mile travel shed 
along the El Camino Real Corridor which, with an appropriate mix of 
uses, typically accommodates the majority of the average person’s 
shorter (15 minutes or less) daily trips that are made for convenience 
purposes12.  Because the Corridor’s larger city centers are clusters 
of greater activity and therefore more trips, these centers are natural 
anchors of convenience segments.  This is primarily because their wide 
variety and high concentration of uses (including workplaces) allows 
multiple destinations to be combined with a single trip.  For discussion 
and analysis purposes, building on the pattern of city centers identifi ed 
above, the Corridor can be broken up into a series of six convenience 
“segments” located in between the larger City Centers of San Francisco, 
San Bruno, San Mateo, Redwood City, Palo Alto, Mountain View, and 
San Jose (Figure IV-21).  

Focusing in on each of these convenience segments reveals a fi ner-
grained, local clustering of value and activity including the smaller city 
centers, workplace clusters, and neighborhood-serving retail clusters 
(Figure IV-22).  

Of course, the more localized the analysis, the more the variation from 
one segment to another becomes evident.  As a result, this is also the 
scale where it is important for planning and analysis to shift to the 
physical pattern of development on the ground (Figure IV-23).  

Overall at this convenience scale, we can see El Camino Real generally 
acts as an edge to surrounding single-family residential neighborhoods.  
Development along the Corridor is typically composed of low rise, auto-
oriented, “strip” commercial buildings (Figure IV-23).  Not surprisingly, 
infi ll opportunities along the Peninsula are located mostly within the 
extent of this urbanized strip corridor.

12  P. 136 “Transit Oriented Corridors” from The Transportation/Land Use Connection 
APA Planning Advisory Report 546/547, 2007
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Figure IV-22: Job Density within 1/4 mi of El Camino Real
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At this scale we can also see the distribution of and relationship 
between city centers, regional centers, neighborhood-serving retail 
centers, workplace districts, neighborhoods, and other conditions that 
are unique to each segment (Figure IV-23).  For example, the segment 
in between San Mateo and Redwood City includes stretches where the 
Caltrain tracks run directly adjacent to El Camino Real, limiting corridor 
development to the west side of the roadway.  Also in this segment, 
the intersection with SR 92 and the San Mateo Bridge creates a major 
regional crossroads.  

Finally, this segment has particularly tight geographical constraints 
where the coastal foothills extend very close to the San Francisco Bay.

The Local Scale

The local scale is where community scale and character, specifi c 
property issues, land use and development controls, and streetscape 
design decisions come into play.  The follow-up to this study (ECHO 
Phase II) will begin to look at the varying physical character of existing 
development along El Camino Real and its relationship to both the 
GBI’s Grand Boulevard vision and the planning context in place in cities 
along the Corridor.

The Livability Potential of El Camino Real

The full benefi ts of the Grand Boulevard go beyond the incremental 
economic/fi scal value added by individual infi ll and redevelopment 
projects.  Signifi cant physical transformation of the Corridor setting – 
i.e., the creation of desirable and valuable places, not just assemblages 
of land uses and mobility functions – can change the future value of El 
Camino Real Corridor, opening it up to new community and economic 
potentials not supported by its current confi gurations.  These potentials 
include increasing land values and attracting investment through 
improved visual character and function of the Corridor, increased 
walkability, bikeability and support for transit, increased public spaces 
and gathering places, enhanced community character, and improved 
safety and public health.

Achieving this next level of transformation requires strategic planning 
with three objectives:  

• Building on existing value

• Utilizing convincing development types

• Putting the “Grand” in Grand Boulevard by shaping physical 
street settings to create new value along the Corridor.

First, the pattern and type of new development along the Corridor must 
build upon and take advantage of the pattern of existing value along the 
Corridor (see above).  In order to facilitate a realistic transition for the 
Corridor, new investment should be strategically planned by guiding 
appropriate development types to appropriate locations.  Higher 
intensities and activity-generating uses should be focused in and around 
existing workplace and activity centers as well as around existing and 
future rail and bus transit facilities.  These locations are already set 
to accommodate “walkable” development at higher intensities and will 
benefi t both from new investment and from the increase in resident, 
worker, and shopping populations.

Second, new development must take forms that can adequately capture, 
maintain, and add value along a large, heavily traveled corridor such as El 
Camino Real.  Development types, and particularly housing types, must 
be at an adequate scale to match the multilane width of the roadway 
(Figures IV-24 - 26).  This is achieved primarily by promoting buildings 
of complementary multiple story height.  However, it is also important 
that building masses are appropriately proportioned horizontally and 
articulated for human scale, do not overemphasize the linear feeling 
of the Corridor, and maintain the character of the local community.  
Furthermore, to enhance the sidewalk environment, development 
must properly orient entrance doors and windows to the Corridor – 
focusing activity, placing “eyes on the street” and strengthening the 
Corridor’s position as a valuable address in the region.  Due to the 
scale and extent of change envisioned along the Grand Boulevard, 
care must also be taken to minimize impacts on the numerous lower 
density residential neighborhoods immediately adjacent to the Corridor.  
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Houses too small to hold value on the big roadBacks turned on corridor – no eyes on the street

“Residential fortress” – message of domesticity?Housing atop strip center – a place to call home? 

Figure IV-24: Corridor Housing Types and Street Settings that do not convince
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25-35 DU/AC – 3-4 stories, stacked 
attached townhomes, tuck-under parking

30-40 DU/AC – 3 stories, stacked flats 
over underground parking

20-25 DU/AC – 2-3 stories, attached 
townhomes, underground parking

14-18 DU/AC – 3 stories, dense detached 
townhomes, tuck-under parking

Figure IV-25: Corridor Housing - Potential Prototype Examples
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62 DU/AC – 4 stories, flats over half-
level submerged concrete podium

100+ DU/AC – 10-16 stories over 2-4 
levels of structured parking/g.f. retail

70-85 DU/AC – 6-8 stories, flats over  
structured parking/ground floor retail

42 DU/AC – 3-4 stories, senior housing 
flats, surface parked

Figure IV-26: Corridor Housing - Potential Prototype Examples
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Municipalities must provide clear and predictable regulatory guidance 
as both assurance and incentive to achieve results with successful 
performance.

Finally, public and private stakeholders must work together to “inject” 
new value by visually/physically changing the character of the Corridor 
from a conventional, auto-dominated, commercial strip arterial to a 
higher value, multi-modal, mixed use, attractively landscaped “Grand 
Boulevard” (Figures IV-27 - 30)13.  This must be primarily accomplished 
through streetscape improvements.  As with development types, there 
must never be a “one size fi ts all” approach - streetscape improvements 
must vary along the Corridor to account for changing community 
character, scale, and patterns of development.  Public transit facilities, 
sidewalk, parking, bikeway, median, and travel lane confi gurations, as 
well as street tree, streetlight, and street furniture selection must match 
the function of the Corridor from one center or segment to the next.  
For example, residential frontages along the Corridor generally require 
“buffering” from street traffi c by dense and continuous street trees 
and edge landscaping, where by contrast, retail frontages want more 
“transparent” trees to provide visibility while maintaining customer 
comfort. At the same time, the public realm quality of the streetscape 
must consistently present a recognizable Grand Boulevard experience 
along the entire Corridor, as befi ts its regional importance.  This can be 
accomplished by bringing guiding principles of “centers and segments” 
to the implementation of Grand Boulevard Multimodal Transportation 
Corridor Plan measures.

13  For these views, typical locations in the north, central, and southern segments 
were examined to depict a range of envisioned “Grand Boulevard” development types 
and streetscape combinations.  These combinations illustrate a mutual dependency 
where the design of buildings and private frontages work together with strengthened 
corridor streetscape to achieve livability and value on a wide road.

In all cases, typical parcel sizes, existing land uses, street widths, and street character 
were considered, as well as existing zoning and design guidelines specifi c to each 
municipality.  For the two lower-scaled (up to 4 stories) examples, small developments 
on sites up to 1/2 acre were depicted, for the taller 4 to 5 story example, assembled 
parcels of greater size were envisioned as more typical for larger-scaled developments.  
The Redwood City view (developed separately as part of the City’s Downtown Precise 
Plan) refl ects a mixture of small and large development increments.
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Transformational Potential:  South San Francisco
This view depicts conceptual 2 to 3 story townhomes infilled on small (less than ½ acre) 
El Camino Real sites in South San Francisco, in between remaining one-story 
commercial buildings; they comply with existing City zoning and design guidelines.  
With neighborhoods of detached homes right behind them (as is typical for much of the 
corridor), the slightly taller townhomes can often buffer the existing homes from 
corridor’s impacts more compatibly than strip commercial buildings with their trash 
dumpsters and loading to the rear.  Again, an enhanced protective corridor streetscape 
of landscape and pedestrian-friendly enhancements is essential to providing a 
supportive setting for walkability and “value sustainability” of new residential investment.  
Doing so can “put on display” the high quality of the neighborhoods (at a more robust 
scale) on the wide corridor – which is often otherwise invisible.

Photo Credit:  Google

SIMILAR EL CAMINO REAL CONTEXT

Figure IV-27
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Transformational Potential:  San Mateo
This view depicts a 3 to 4 story stacked flat / stacked townhome building infilled on a 
theoretical small (1/2 acre) El Camino Real site in southern San Mateo, amidst 
existing 1 and 2 story commercial buildings.  It complies with existing corridor zoning 
and design guidelines, faces onto the street to help activate it, and takes its 
architectural cues from nearby neighborhoods.  A key to enhanced corridor residential 
livability and sustained investment value is that the typically utilitarian El Camino Real 
arterial setting (inset at right) has been transformed into a “Grand Boulevard”
streetscape of landscaped medians, rows of street trees providing better buffering to 
pedestrians and homes, and bike lanes, while retaining the existing lanes of traffic. 
Improved pedestrian crossings and transit features make it a true multimodal street 
setting for value that both looks like and acts like the focal place for the Peninsula.

Photo Credit:  Google

SIMILAR EL CAMINO REAL CONTEXT

Figure IV-28
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Photo Credit:  Google

Transformational Potential:  Sunnyvale
This view depicts two 4 to 5 story mixed-use buildings with ground floor storefronts 
and offices below and stacked flats or workplaces above.  It would be infilled on a 
theoretical assembled El Camino Real site in Sunnyvale, redeveloping typical 1 story
commercial buildings and frontage parking lots into a transit-served cluster of activity 
and value.  These conceptual buildings comply with the City’s present zoning and 
design guidelines to break down scale and bulk.  They create a “streetwall” in 
proportion to the wide right-of-way width.  A “Grand Boulevard” type of streetscape of 
landscaped medians, boulevard streetlights and consistent street tree canopy 
buffering pedestrians and upper-story homes or offices would be essential to 
supporting sidewalk activity and livability while retaining existing lanes of traffic.

SIMILAR EL CAMINO REAL CONTEXT

Figure IV-29
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Photo Credit:  City of Redwood City

Transformational Potential:  Redwood City
Instead of depicting a single development, this view shows a longer term, more 
comprehensive level of change in one of the most urban centers located along the 
Grand Boulevard.  It contains a mix of 4 to 8 story buildings.  Some are mixed-use, 
with ground floor storefronts or offices below stacked flats or workplaces.  Others are 
single-use with office or housing down to the ground and featuring frequent windows 
and entrances activating the sidewalk.  These conceptual buildings comply with the 
City’s Precise Plan regulations and design guidelines to create a “streetwall” in 
proportion to the width of the right of way.  They also establish a good relationship 
between the lower scaled development at the edge of the residential neighborhoods to 
the south and the larger scaled development at the edge of Downtown to the north.  
Furthermore, the sidewalk treatment incorporates more landscaping on the more 
residential side of the street where buffering is a priority, while the Downtown side of 
the street maintains wider paved sidewalk areas to serve storefronts by 
accommodating heavier pedestrian traffic.

SIMILAR EL CAMINO REAL CONTEXT

image credit: City of Redwood City

Figure IV-30
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VIMPLEMENTATION

Implementing the Grand Boulevard Initiative’s vision for transforming 
the Corridor relies on both public and private stakeholders.  Because 
of the number of properties, the length of the Corridor, and the need to 
address regional mobility, public agencies are required to establish a 
vision for the future and plan necessary transit and other infrastructure 
improvements.  However, it is ultimately the private market that must 
deliver buildings to accommodate future employment and housing 
growth. Therefore, it is important to consider private development 
market issues on the Corridor in order to put into place policies and 
strategies that can bring the transformation to fruition.

In addition to reviewing demographic, market, and development trends 
(shown in Section III), SE interviewed residential and commercial 
developers active in the Corridor to gauge the private market’s response 
to existing regulations and plans. The following summarizes the central 
opportunities and challenges surrounding Corridor transformation and, 
in particular, real estate development on the Corridor as well as potential 
strategies for local governments to encourage infi ll development.

OPPORTUNITIES

The El Camino Real Corridor has a number of advantages for achieving 
transformation including: 

• The Grand Boulevard Initiative itself has wide support from 
the development community because it provides a vision 
for the potential transformation of the highway into a more 
“livable” environment that is more attractive to households and 
businesses.

• Strong market demand for “convenience living” and housing in 
“walkable” urban places – Confi rming national trends, all of the 
developers interviewed indicated that there is strong demand 
for Corridor housing, predominantly from professionals, young 
couples, and Baby Boomers seeking urban, compact housing 
types in a pedestrian-friendly and mixed-use environment. 

• Existing and future transit infrastructure – Regional rail 
infrastructure, with train stations well distributed along the length 
of the Corridor, provides excellent opportunities for clustering 
growth at higher densities as transit oriented development.  In 
addition, the continuous, uninterrupted nature of the Corridor 
connecting major destinations along the peninsula makes it a 
prime candidate for additional enhanced transit service such as 
bus rapid transit (BRT) further supporting intensifi cation.

• Land use planning efforts underway – Many of the jurisdictions 
on the Corridor have enacted or are currently in the process of 
formulating general plans and area plans that encourage infi ll 
development on the Corridor.

• Several large infi ll opportunity sites – The Corridor has a number of 
large opportunity sites such as Bay Meadows and The Crossings 
in San Bruno, which have allowed for the development of large-
scale infi ll projects.

• The new workplace is drawn to active, vital centers – Existing 
employment clusters and an enhanced pattern of centers along 
the Corridor has the potential to attract new high value, innovative 
businesses to the Corridor.

• Land values are higher than in other places – Corridor land values 
are high, partly due to the strong regional location and access to 
major employment and activity centers.  In some cases, these 
high land values justify the investment required for higher density 
development types.
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CHALLENGES

Physical, market, and regulatory challenges to infi ll development on 
the Grand Boulevard including the following:

Physical Challenges
• Small sites – Although there have been some large-scale 

development opportunities on the Corridor, the majority of the 
future development opportunities will be on small, shallow, 
and irregularly shaped sites. Small and irregular sites are more 
diffi cult to develop into higher density projects because of the 
physical constraints they present.

• Fragmented site ownership – Many development sites, such 
as under-performing shopping centers, are composed of 
multiple parcels with various land owners. This situation is often 
challenging for a developer because each property owner may 
have different investment goals, time frames, and motivations.

• Visually unappealing environment – The existing visual character 
of some segments of the Corridor is a deterrent to new investment, 
particularly to housing in the formats that can fulfi ll the vision of 
a Grand Boulevard.

Market Challenges
• Higher costs of infi ll development – The building construction 

costs of higher density projects in infi ll locations are often 
considerably higher than for low density development on the 
fringes. 

• Land values are higher than in other places – Corridor land 
values are high, partly due to the strong regional location and 
access to major employment and activity centers. Landowners 
are often long-term investors with little motivation to sell, making 
it challenging for developers to acquire land at a reasonable price 
for development.

• Lack of fi nancing for housing development – The credit market 
continues to be tight, particularly for real estate fi nancing. Some 
high-quality projects on the Corridor with strong market support 
have not been completed due to fi nancing challenges.

• Old “big box” shopping centers are diffi cult to convert to other 
uses – Many single-story commercial sites on the Corridor have 
strong-performing retail uses that can generate revenue streams 
that will satisfy most property owners. In addition to high land 
values, these properties also require expensive demolition and 
site clearance, adding to the cost of development.

• Housing prices have not yet recovered – Bay Area housing prices 
are still depressed, particularly for attached housing products. It 
will take some time for the market to strengthen suffi ciently for 
housing development to accelerate once more.
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Regulatory challenges
• Land Use Limits – Many locations on the Corridor do not permit 

the housing and mixed-use development types that are envisioned 
for the Grand Boulevard and that would maximize land values for 
property owners.

• Height Limits – Most cities on the Corridor have height limits that 
prohibit the construction of buildings over fi ve or six stories. 

• Length and predictability of entitlements – Some jurisdictions 
have lengthy and/or unpredictable approvals processes that 
slow down development and increase costs and risk for the 
developer.

• City fees – Some cities charge high development impact fees that 
increase total development cost signifi cantly.

• Requirement for mixed-use retail on ground fl oor overestimates 
demand in many places – In many cases, cities require ground 
fl oor retail uses for new buildings continuously on the Corridor to 
add vibrancy and encourage pedestrian activity. However, many 
sites on the Corridor are not desirable locations for retailers, and 
therefore cannot attract strong tenants, which leads to vacant 
storefronts. 

• High minimum parking requirements – Often minimum parking 
requirements are higher than necessary and in confl ict with 
the envisioned multi-modal, pedestrian friendly character of 
the future Corridor, making some desired development types 
fi nancially infeasible and physically diffi cult to design due to the 
high cost of structured parking and/or large parking footprints.

• Infl exible below market-rate (BMR) housing requirements – 
A majority of the cities on the Corridor have a requirement 
for inclusionary below market-rate housing units, in order to 
generate affordable housing on the Corridor. While some cities 
allow developers to pay an in-lieu fee that allows the developer to 
contribute to an affordable housing fund, others require that the 
units be built on-site. The requirement to add inclusionary units to 
the building envelope can sometimes render a project fi nancially 
infeasible, particularly for smaller sites that are already physically 
constrained. 
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STRATEGIES TO ENCOURAGE INFILL DEVELOPMENT ON 
THE CORRIDOR

Based on the research gathered on recent development patterns, 
opportunities, and challenges, the Consultant Team has identifi ed some 
of the key strategies that can be employed by the Corridor jurisdictions 
to encourage the transformation of the historically auto-oriented El 
Camino Real.

• Assistance with site assembly and acquisition – Some of the 
Grand Boulevard communities have redevelopment project areas 
on the Corridor, which would allows the local redevelopment 
agency to strategically use its powers for site acquisition and 
assembly. 

• Provision of infrastructure improvements – The City of Berkeley 
made public investments in medians and street trees on San 
Pablo Avenue, a similar auto-oriented corridor, to enhance the 
environment for existing businesses and to encourage new 
development. Many segments of the El Camino Real Corridor 
may also benefi t from up-front investments in infrastructure and 
place-making to encourage development. 

• Updating regulatory environment and streamlining the 
entitlements process – Establishing regulations that permit 
envisioned land uses, describe desired development types in 
suffi cient detail, and expedite the approvals process for projects 
on the Corridor would reduce risk and cost to the developer and 
ensure the community’s vision is realized.

• Re-evaluating city fees – Some cities may choose to re-evaluate 
their existing development impact fee structure to assess the 
extent to which it may be discouraging development on the 
Corridor. Similarly, in some cases, it may be appropriate for 
some cities to create more fl exibility with BMR requirements 
by allowing developers to pay in lieu fees rather than providing 
affordable units on-site.

• Appropriate zoning to accommodate a range of densities along 
the Corridor – There is no “one size fi ts all” solution to infi ll 
development. While it is important to encourage intensifi cation 
of the Corridor to meet the GBI goals, it is probable that future 
development will occur at a range of densities. Local jurisdictions 
should target taller, higher density zoning at strategic locations 
that can achieve high values to offset the higher development 
costs, and lower- to moderate-density projects in other areas.

• Limit requirement for ground-fl oor retail to key nodes, and allow 
for residential uses on the ground fl oor in certain locations – 
Restricting ground-fl oor retail requirements to strategic nodes 
prevents the development of empty storefronts on the Corridor 
and broadens development options to allow property owners to 
maximize investment.

• Parking reductions – Reduced parking, along with enhanced 
transit service and transportation demand management (TDM) 
programs, can be helpful for reducing the cost of development 
and encouraging desired building types on the Corridor.


