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SAN DIEGO DOWNTOWN DESIGN GUIDELINES

4.4.4 
Building Massing: Street Wall
Buildings that frame and define the street and 
express a fine-grain character contribute to the 
quality of the public realm and the pedestrian 
experience. Well-articulated and detailed street 
walls are important to the fabric of the city 
and help to establish a human-scale urban 
experience.

Guidelines

•	 4.4.4.A Buildings should incorporate a variety 
of vertical and horizontal modulations to 
develop distinct architectural volumes, break 
up monotonous volumes and create a fine-
grain character.

•	 4.4.4.B	Buildings along all streets should 
have a minimum street wall height of 45 
feet, consistent with the PDO regulatory 
requirements.

•	 4.4.4.C For buildings along Main Streets 
and within the Fine-Grain Overlay District, 
the street wall building facades should 
be architecturally modulated to express 
the rhythm and fine-grain character of 
downtown’s historic core, generally with 
volumes or architectural bays that are 50-100 
feet in width.

Buildings with a well-composed variety of vertical and 
horizontal modulations and distinct architectural volumes break 
up the massing of large projects. Above, San Jose, CA

Horizontal Plane Modulation

Vertical Plane Modulation

Vertical + Horizontal Plane Modulation

Figure 4.8 Street Wall
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4BLOCKS AND BUILDINGS

4.5.9
Building Materials

Guidelines

•	 4.5.9.A	The building base should be clad 
in durable upgraded materials such as 
stone, tile, metal, brick, concrete and glass. 
Insulated paneling systems and stucco are 
strongly discouraged in commercial projects 
and the ground floor of residential projects. 
Designated historical resources are exempt 
from this standard and should utilize materials 
consistent with the historical designation of 
the site.

•	 4.5.9.B The building base’s upgraded materials 
should extend to within 1 inch of finish 
sidewalk grade, and these materials should 
wrap corners of exposed interior property line 
walls a minimum of 5 to 10 feet. 

•	 4.5.9.C	Exit corridors, garage openings, 
loading docks, and all recesses should provide 
a finished appearance to the street with street 
level exterior finishes fully wrapping into the 
openings to a minimum dimension of 10 feet. 
Utility rooms and exit corridors should have 
decorative doors and that are integrated into 
the design of the adjacent street wall. Loading 
dock doors should provide full screening of the 
loading dock area, and use such materials as 
translucent glass or decorative metal.

Building design should use a durable upgraded material 
for the building base. Above, San Diego, CA.

Building design should incorporate quality materials and 
architectural elements, such as a well-defined building 
base and glazed facades and balconies, to create a 
people-oriented development.  Above, Portland, OR.

Building design should use high standard materials 
to avoid weathering and staining, and minimize 
deterioration.
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SAN DIEGO DOWNTOWN DESIGN GUIDELINES

4.5.10
Blank Walls

Guidelines

•	 4.5.10.A Blank walls on the ground level 
or on façades of buildings are to be limited 
to provide a pleasant and rich pedestrian 
experience. Blank walls include any street wall 
area that is not transparent, including solid 
doors and mechanical areas.

•	 4.5.10.B Unavoidable blank walls along public 
streets or those viewed from public streets, 
open spaces and thoroughfares should be 
treated to create an inviting visual experience. 
All blank wall area should be enhanced with 
architectural detailing, material texture, 
ornamentation, landscape treatment and/or 
artwork. 

Blank walls at street-level should be treated through 
use of rich and textured materials, color, and 
landscape materials. Top, Portland, OR; bottom, San 
Diego, CA.

Unavoidable blank walls viewed from public streets 
should be enhanced with architectural detailing, 
material texture, and other devices. Above, San 
Diego, CA.
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4BLOCKS AND BUILDINGS

4.5.11
Driveway Entrances and Utilities

Guidelines

•	 4.5.11.A	Garage and loading dock driveway entrances 
should exhibit the minimum width and height feasible 
for proper access. Such openings should contain solid, 
obscured, or screening doors and minimize lighting 
contrast in order to reduce visual impacts on the pedestrian 
experience.

•	 4.5.11.B	Exposed garage and loading dock driveway walls 
should contain the same materials as the adjoining street 
walls for a minimum distance of ten feet. Interior driveway 
walls that have regular exposure to the public right-of-way 
beyond ten feet (with transparent doors or with doors 
subject to being open on a regular basis) should be painted 
or similarly treated.

•	 4.5.11.C All utilities, such as backflow prevention devices, 
groupings of meters, and so on should be located outside 
the public right-of-way within a building alcove, utility 
room, or landscaped area and be fully screened from view 
of the public right-of-way.

•	 4.5.11.D The utility needs of future commercial tenants 
(e.g., grease traps, exhaust chutes, air conditioning) 
should be anticipated in the initial building design to avoid 
difficulty when retrofitting buildings after construction.

Backflow-prevention devices are to be located in a building alcove, landscaped area, or utility room within the building, outside of the 
public right-of-way, and completely screened from view.  Above, San Diego, CA.

Figure 4.10 Backflow-Prevention Devices

Electrical components and other details can be creatively 
concealed or integrated into the building facade. Top, San 
Diego, CA, OR, bottom,  Los Angeles, CA
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