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Agenda

• What are Objective Design Standards?

• Why should Communities Have Them?

• Where should Objective Design Standards Apply?

• How will Marin County Create a Form-Based Code?



SECTION

1Overview of Objective 
Design + Development 

Standards



What are Objective Design standards?

“Standards that involve no personal or subjective judgment 

by a public official”
Source: California Govt Code 65658.5(a)(1)(8)



Examples

• Building Height: “Any building with commercial 
uses on the ground floor shall have a ground-floor 
height of least 14 feet, measured from floor to 
ceiling”

• Parking: “Curb cuts and driveways providing 
access to parking facilities shall be from an alley 
or secondary street” 

• Building Mass: “Buildings shall not exceed a 
length of 100’ on any side” 



What are Design Guidelines?

Examples:

In most cases, design guidelines are not
objective: 

• “Enhance the appearance and livability of 
the community” 

• “Shall not require excessive grading” 

• “Shall not substantially harm major views” 



Why should Marin County have Objective 
Design Standards?

Stay Informed: 
https://www.marincounty.org/objectivestandards. Questions 

about the project or presentation? Email 
housingobjective@marincounty.org

• Ensure that Marin County is positioned as strongly as 

possible to achieve high quality design for new multi-family 

and mixed-use buildings. 



Where would Objective Design + Development 
Standards apply?

• Ultimately, this is decided by each jurisdiction.

They may apply to: 

• Sites where state streamlining requirements might apply 

• Other multi-family or commercial areas

• Long-term resource for facilitating future land use decisions



Where would Objective Design + 
Development Standards not be used?

• Single-family zoned sites 

• A project that requires an amendment to the general plan, a 

community plan, or zoning

• A project that would result in one or more significant public 
health and safety impacts (e.g., flood zone)



How do Objective Design Standards relate 
to new state law?

Trends and requirements in state law include: 

• More ministerial approvals 

• Limited subjective review of projects 

• More CEQA Exemptions 

In many cases, Objective Design Standards may be one of the 
most important ways for local jurisdictions to influence and 
direct design of multi-family and mixed-use buildings.
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2Approach to Marin County’s 
Form-Based Code (FBC)



Marin ODDS Approach: Shared Toolkit

Prepare Objective Standards through a Toolkit 
for the range of physical character in 10 towns 
and the County.

Each jurisdiction to further customize the 
content before adoption.

We have worked with your staff to customize 
the County’s FBC.



Key Elements of the Marin Approach

Existing Conditions Analysis

Countywide Survey

Place Types and Building Types Atlas

Micro-scale Analysis

Site Testing Analysis

Development Pro-Forma



Place Types and Building Types Atlas



Place Types Atlas - Spectrum



Site Testing

• Yield analyses to help understand 

what types of standards might be 

needed.

• And to help customize the zones to 

your needs.



Palette of 8 Zones and Standards

T3 Zones T4 Zones T5 Zones
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3Key Components of 
Marin County’s FBC



Marin County’s FBC

• Preamble
• Ch 1 Introduction and Applicability
• Ch 2 Palette of Zones
• Ch 3 Zone Standards
• Ch 4 Specific to Uses
• Ch 5 General Standards
• Ch 6 Specific to Buildings
• Ch 7 Specific to Frontages
• Ch 8 Specific to Architecture
• Ch 9 Specific to Signage
• Ch 10 Specific to Large Sites
• Ch 11 Administration
• Ch 12 Definitions



Building Type Standards



6 Architectural Styles to choose from



Architectural Style Standards



Public Realm Standards



Applying the FBC to large sites
• For lots exceed a length that may 

allow for a new street in response to 
existing context

• When lots are larger than few acres 
and may allow for new streets and 
blocks



Why? To fit new buildings to the context

Key:               New Buildings’ footprints fit existing context

Existing Super-Block = large buildings Outcome of FBC

Key:               New Buildings’ footprints do not fit existing context



Apply maximum block-size standards

28

• Break up super blocks and promote a transit-friendly street & block network

Existing Super-Block Outcome of FBC

Key:             New Street        New Civic Space           New Pedestrian Path



Apply maximum lot size standards

29

• Reinforce the existing lot size pattern through lot standards coordinated to building size

Existing Super-Block Outcome of FBC

Key:             New Lots considering existing context (width and depth)



Apply building type and frontage standards

30

Key:               New Buildings’ footprints fit existing context

Existing Super-Block = large buildings Outcome of FBC

Key:               New Buildings’ footprints do not fit existing context



Relief from the Standards



Progress

• Toolkit delivered February 2021 (1 year from start)

• 2 towns have adopted a further customized version 
(Corte Madera, Belvedere)

• 4 towns are in progress with customization (County, 
Sausalito, San Anselmo, Fairfax)

• 3 towns intend to use the Toolkit (Novato, Ross, 
Larkspur)

• 2 others are not using the Toolkit (Tiburon, Mill Valley)


