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4BLOCKS AND BUILDINGS

4.5 Building Design
These urban design guidelines are established 
to create a distinct urban character for 
the downtown area, to ensure that new 
development is designed with a pedestrian 
orientation which will foster a vital and active 
street life while creating an overall positive 
architectural image for downtown. The design 
of different elements of a building is critical: 
tower designs create the skyline image of a 
city; the mid-portions of buildings provide 
visual interest to pedestrians and serve as 
attractive backgrounds for public open spaces; 
and the ground floor designs activate the 
street and enrich the pedestrian environment. 

4.5.1 
Ground-Floor Retail/
Commercial Use

Guidelines

•	 4.5.1.A The building lobby in an office, hotel 
or other commercial building should be 
designed as a clearly defined and demarcated 
standout architectural feature of the building.

•	 4.5.1.B Entries to stores and ground-floor 
commercial uses should be visually distinct 
from the rest of the store façade, with creative 
use of scale, materials, glazing, projecting or 
recessed forms, architectural details, color and/
or awnings. These entries should have direct 
at-grade access from the sidewalk. 

•	 4.5.1.C All commercial uses located at the 
street level should provide a direct at-grade 
entrance from the public right-of-way, with 
door thresholds flush with the sidewalk level. 
An entrance should be provided for each 
tenant street frontage exceeding 50 feet. 
Where such frontages exceed 100 feet, one 
entrance should be provided for each 100 
feet of frontage or portion thereof. Separate 
pedestrian entrances for individual tenants 
should be at least 25 feet apart. Pedestrian 
ramps within the public right-of-way should 
be prohibited, except where necessary for 
required disabled access to existing buildings 
when no alternative is available.

Consistent canopies add human scale to the streetscape.  
Above, Denver, CO.

Stores should have direct access from the sidewalk and use piers 
or changes in plan for distinctiveness.. Above, Vancouver, BC.

The building lobby should be designed as a clearly demarcated 
architectural feature. Above, San Francisco, CA.

ATTACHMENT C 
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4.5.4 
Building Tower Design

Guidelines

•	 4.5.4.A	All building façades of towers should 
include a variety of fenestration and material 
patterns to create visual interest and avoid 
the appearance of a repeated single floor 
extrusion. Building façades more than 100 
feet in width should consider the use of 
plane offsets and material changes to create 
shadows and relief. Some elements of towers 
should integrate with, and extend into the 
building base façades to avoid the appearance 
of towers isolated both from the street and 
their own bases. 

•	 4.5.4.B	Designers should carefully study 
their tower orientation to maximize energy 
conservation. Although orienting the tower’s 
longer edge along the east-west axis to 
maximize northern/southern exposure 
and minimize western exposure is typically 
preferred, the use of sun-shading devices 
should be studied on the western and 
southern facades where appropriate to reduce 
heat gain.	

•	 4.5.4.C	Regardless of height or plan variation, 
no two towers within a project should exhibit 
identical, or closely similar, form and/or 
elevations. No tower should be designed to be 
identical, or closely similar, to another tower 
located elsewhere in Centre City.

•	 4.5.4.D	To create a graceful transition to the 
sky and avoid a cut off, flat-top appearance, 
the upper 20 percent of any tower (measured 
above the base or midzone) should achieve an 
articulated form and composition by means 
of architectural techniques such as layering, 
material changes, fenestration pattern 
variation and/or physical step-backs. Actual 
reductions of floor areas and/or recessed 
balconies can assist this composition goal, 
but are not required. Tower top designs 
should resolve mechanical penthouses and 
other technical requirements in an integrated, 
coherent manner consistent with the 
composition below them.

Building design should incorporate appropriate shading 
devices, balconies, projections and louvers. 

Multiple towers in one project should display variation in 
either form or elevation in order to prevent close similarity.  
Above, Philadelphia, PA

Buildings towers should employ a 
variation in massing  and fenestration 
and material patterns to create visual 
interest. Above, San Francisco, CA
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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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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




