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California SB 827 Impact Analysis 
in Palo Alto, Menlo Park, 
Atherton, and East Palo Alto 
 
What Is Senate Bill 827? 
California Senate Bill 827 is designed to incentivize housing development near major transit 

stops and routes throughout California. The bill, as currently written, would “upzone” properties 

within ½ mile of a “Major Transit Stop” or with ¼ mile of a “High Quality Transit Corridor” (de-

fined below). These parcels would be exempt from any local controls on housing density (in-

cluding floor area ratios), would remove any parking minimum requirements, and would also 

change maximum allowable building height limits to between 45 and 85 feet in some places.  

Overall, the bill could affect large areas of major cities in California, including most of LA and 

San Francisco, which currently have many transit stops and routes that qualify under this bill. 

Within Palo Alto, East Palo Alto, Menlo Park, and Atheron, there are three primary transit routes 

that qualify as high-quality transit corridors: VTA Route 22 and 522 along El Camino Real and 

SamTrans Route 281 along University Avenue. In addition, five CalTrain stops meet the criteria 

for a Major Transit Stop (see Map 1: Existing Transit). Neighborhoods within proximity to 

these routes would be affected by possible density and/or maximum height changes as sum-

marized below. 

Definitions 
Major Transit Stop: An existing rail transit station, a ferry terminal served by either a bus or 

rail transit service, or the intersection of two or more major bus routes with a frequency of ser-

vice interval of 15 minutes or less during the morning and afternoon peak commute periods.1 

High Quality Transit Corridor: a corridor with fixed route bus service that has service intervals 

of no more than 15 minutes during peak commute hours.2 

                                                       
1 https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=21064.3.&amp;lawCode=PRC 
2 https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&sectionNum=21155.&high-

light=true&keyword=Transit%20Priority%20Project 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB827
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=21064.3.&amp;lawCode=PRC
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&sectionNum=21155.&highlight=true&keyword=Transit%20Priority%20Project
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PRC&sectionNum=21155.&highlight=true&keyword=Transit%20Priority%20Project


2            SB 827 IMPACT ANALYSIS FOR BAY AREA COMMUNITIES  |  March 20, 2018    

Transit Rich Housing Project: a residential development project the parcels of which are all 

within a one-half mile radius of a major transit stop or a one-quarter mile radius of a high-qual-

ity transit corridor. 

Upzoning: changing zoning to allow for higher densities, building heights or allowing the con-

struction of a wider range of land uses. 

Palo Alto Possible Impacts 
Overall, approximately 6,000 parcels in Palo Alto could qualify as being in a “Transit Rich Hous-

ing Project” area, out of 18,050 total parcels in the city currently (see Map 2: Transit Rich Hous-

ing Area).3 This represents about 33% of the total number of parcels in the city, or about 12% 

of Palo Alto’s total land area.4 Changes would affect most commercial zones (primarily along El 

Camino Real), as well as most multi-family zoning districts. 

Table 1. Total Number of Parcels in Transit Rich Areas 

Zoning Categories Not In 

Transit 

Rich Area 

In Transit 

Rich Hous-

ing Area 

Total 

Parcels 

Not Classified   24  10    34  

Agricultural     5  
 

    5  

Commercial 34  132  166  

Commercial/Manufacturing 148  21  169  

Commercial/Manufacturing/Residential 145  17  162  

Commercial/Residential   45  591  636  

Mixed Use   43  10  53  

Open Space 115  
 

115  

Public Facility 108  103  211  

Residential Multi-Family 419  1,416  1,835  

Residential Single-Family 10,966  3,694  14,660  

Total 12,052  5,994  18,046  

 
Parking 
Parcels in Transit Rich Housing Project areas would also be affected by a removal in any mini-

mum off-street parking requirements. Palo Alto currently has minimum requirements for hous-

ing developments based on the number of units and unit type (for example, 1.5 spaces per 1-

bedroom apartment unit). 

                                                       

 
3 This excludes parcels that designate condos or other properties within a larger main property to minimize 

double-counting of parcels sharing the same land area. 
4 This is excluding parcels that encompass water areas. A large amount of Palo Alto’s land area includes open 

space areas to the south including the Monte Bello Open Space Preserve. This explains the smaller area per-

centages relative to total number of parcels. 
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Building Heights 
Currently, maximum allowable heights in Palo Alto do not exceed 50 feet. For example, maxi-

mum allowable heights in commercial and office zoning districts is 50 feet (or 35 feet if close to 

a residential zone) and maximum heights for multifamily zones are 30 to 40 feet depending on 

density. In some cases, density bonuses for affordable housing allow for an increase to up to 50 

feet for qualifying developments.  

Given current maximum heights, SB 827 would allow for taller residential developments (up to 

85 feet under the bill) in Transit Rich Housing Project areas (see Map 3: Maximum Allowable 

Heights). Possible changes include: 

• Approximately 1,050 parcels (17%) would have maximum allowable heights of 85 feet. 

These parcels are those along major roads, including University Ave, El Camino Real, and 

parts of Page Mill Rd and Alma St. 

• 3,450 parcels (58%) would have maximum allowable heights of 55 feet. These include 

parcels within ¼ of El Camino Real and University Ave, but not directly facing a major 

street. 

• 1,500 parcels (25%) would have maximum allowable heights of 45 feet. Parcels affected 

would include those outside of a High Quality Transit Corridor but with ½ mile of a ma-

jor Transit Stop – primarily areas along Oregon and San Antonio.  

Maximum height limits would change most significantly for those parcels along major roads 

such as University Avenue, El Camino Real, and Page Mill Road. In some cases, the areas that 

would be upzoned are those that have already been identified for development in regional 

planning documents.5 This includes the area in Evergreen Park bounded by Page Mill Rd, El 

Camino Real, California Ave, and Alma St (see Map 4: Regional Housing Sites). 

  

                                                       
5 https://mtc.ca.gov/our-work/plans-projects/focused-growth-livable-communities/priority-development-areas 

https://mtc.ca.gov/our-work/plans-projects/focused-growth-livable-communities/priority-development-areas
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Figure 1. Example of possible changes in allowable heights for a multifamily development in Palo Alto. 
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East Palo Alto Possible Impacts 
Currently, it appears that SamTrans Route 281 along University Ave qualifies as a high quality 

transit corridor, given the route’s morning and evening frequency. If this route does indeed con-

tinue to qualify as a high quality transit corridor, approximately 1,870 parcels in East Palo Alto 

would be included within a “Transit Rich Housing Development” area, out of about 4,600 total 

parcels in the city currently. This represents about 40% of the total number of parcels, or about 

31% of East Palo Alto’s total land area. Changes from SB 827 would affect mostly commercial, 

mixed use, and multifamily zones along University Ave, but also single-family zones along Bay 

Rd and Newbridge St. 

Parking 
Parcels in Transit Rich Housing Project areas would also be affected by a removal in any mini-

mum off-street parking requirements. East Palo Alto currently has minimum requirements for 

housing developments based on the number of units and unit type (for example, 1 space per 1-

bedroom apartment unit). 

Building Heights 
East Palo Alto is undergoing an update to the zoning code, which will change zoning district des-

ignations and allowable heights. Currently, maximum allowable heights in East Palo Alto allow 

for up to 75 feet in higher density multifamily zoning districts (R-UHD). Up to 60 feet is allowed 

in R-HD-5 Districts. For most other residential zones, maximum allowable heights are 30 feet. 

Further, in Mixed Use High Zones (MUH), buildings may be up to 100 feet. Given current maxi-

mum heights, SB 827 would allow for taller residential developments (up to 85 feet under the 

bill) in Transit Rich Housing Project areas. Possible changes include: 

• Approximately 260 parcels (6% of total parcels) would have maximum allowable heights 

of 85 feet. These parcels are those along major roads, including University Ave and Bay 

Rd, where high density housing is currently allowed to be up to 75 feet in height. The 

change in allowable heights here would be minimum, but could affect transition areas 

to single family zones. Further, some areas along Newbridge St and Bay Rd, which are 

currently zoned for low density residential, would see an increase in maximum heights 

from 30 feet to 85 feet. 

• 1,600 parcels (35% of total parcels) would have maximum allowable heights of 55 feet. 

These include parcels within ¼ of University Ave and Bay Rd, but not directly facing a 

major street.  
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Menlo Park Possible Impacts 
As with Palo Alto, Menlo Park properties along Camino Real would be affected by SB 827, as 

would those parcels that are in proximity to SamTrans Route 281 along Newbridge St to the 

north, as well as the Menlo Park CalTrain stop. Given the presence of these transit corridors, ap-

proximately 3,450 parcels in Menlo Park could qualify as being in a “Transit Rich Housing Pro-

ject” area, out of about 9,100 total parcels in the city currently. This represents about 38% of the 

total number of parcels in the city, or about 17% of Menlo Park’s total land area. Changes from 

SB 827 would affect mostly commercial, mixed use, and multifamily zones in Downtown Menlo 

Park, but also single-family zones along Ivy Dr and Newbridge St. 

Parking 
Parcels in Transit Rich Housing Project areas would also be affected by a removal in any mini-

mum off-street parking requirements. Menlo Park currently has minimum requirements for 

housing developments based on the number of units and unit type (for example, generally 2 

spaces per residential unit is required). 

Building Heights 
Currently, maximum allowable heights in most residential areas of Menlo Park do not exceed 

30 feet. In some higher density zones, especially in areas covered by the Downtown Specific 

Area Plan (along Camino Real), allowable building heights may be 60 feet. Under SB 827, taller 

residential developments up to 85 feet would be allowed in parts of Menlo Park, specifically 

along the Camino Real Corridor, along parts of Santa Cruz Ave, and parts of Ravenswood Ave. 

Sections of Willow Rd and Ivy Dr could also be affected. 

 Possible changes include: 

• Approximately 310 parcels (3%) would have maximum allowable heights of 85 feet. 

These parcels are those along major roads including El Camino Real, and parts of Santa 

Cruz Ave and Ravenswood Ave. 

• 2,780 parcels (31%) would have maximum allowable heights of 55 feet. These include 

parcels within ¼ of El Camino Real, but not directly facing a major street. 

• 330 parcels (4%) would have maximum allowable heights of 45 feet. Parcels affected 

would include those outside of a High Quality Transit Corridor but with ½ mile of a ma-

jor Transit Stop – primarily areas along just south of Middlefield Rd. 
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Atherton Possible Impacts 
Atherton shares the same higher quality transit corridor along Camino Real with Menlo Park 

and Palo Alto. In addition, there is one CalTrain Stop in Atherton, which qualifies as a major 

transit stop. Approximately 710 parcels in Atherton could qualify as being in a “Transit Rich 

Housing Project” area, out of about 2,600 total parcels. This represents about 27% of the total 

number of parcels in the city, or about 19% of Atherton’s total land area. Changes by SB 827 

would have the most noticeable impact on Atherton given that the community mostly consists 

of single family homes. 

Building Heights 
As a mostly single-family home community, Atherton’s maximum heights and density require-

ments would be greatly affected by SB 827. Currently, maximum allowable heights do not ex-

ceed 34 feet in any zoning district, and maximum density is generally 1 unit per lot. In terms of 

height, possible changes include: 

• Approximately 90 parcels (3.5%) would have maximum allowable heights of 85 feet. 

These parcels are those along El Camino Real. 

• 450 parcels (17.2%) would have maximum allowable heights of 55 feet. These include 

parcels within ¼ of El Camino Real, but not directly facing a major street. 

• 170 parcels (6.7%) would have maximum allowable heights of 45 feet. Parcels affected 

would include those outside of a High Quality Transit Corridor but with ½ mile of a ma-

jor Transit Stop – primarily areas along just south of Middlefield Rd. 
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Figure 2. Example of possible changes in allowable heights along certain corridors  

(primarily Camino Real) in Atherton. 
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Possible Interpretation Issues Under the Bill 
As the bill is currently written, there may be issues with interpretation that could influence 

those properties that would be impacted by both density and maximum allowable height 

changes. A few of these issues include: 

• The definition for “High Quality Transit Corridor” leads to inclusion of a large number of 

properties and may not capture service areas for where people board transit. In other 

words, some of the areas that qualify as a Transit Rich Housing Project may not be 

within accessible distance to a transit stop. 

• Future changes to bus routes and/or schedules could affect properties that qualify as 

Transit Rich Housing Project areas. This could lead to issues with zoning entitlements 

and/or conflicts over the location of new major transit stops or routes. 

• The interpretation of major transit station boundaries/extents and buffer areas could 

affect which parcels are included within Transit Rich Housing Project Areas. 

• The bill could supersede much of the careful planning that has gone into both general 

plans around zoning and land use, as well as more targeted plans that have more spe-

cific density and transition area requirements. For example, plans for Menlo Park’s 

downtown area has specific zoning incentives and requirements, with areas targeted for 

higher density and maximum heights, but designed to fit the context of the existing 

neighborhood character. 

• The existing bill does not distinguish between areas currently zoned commercial vs 

those that are residential or mixed use. This may lead to conflict between areas that 

Palo Alto and other municipalities planned to be primarily commercial which may now 

become more lucrative as housing project sites. 
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Methodology Notes 
1. GIS data was gathered from MTC, the City of Palo Alto and other public sources. 

2. High Quality Transit Corridors (HQTC) and Major Transit Stop (MTS) layers obtained from 

MTC open data layer [http://opendata.mtc.ca.gov/datasets/high-quality-transit-corri-

dors-14-mile-2017]. Appropriate buffers were then created for MTS, and both layers 

were merged.  

3. Reviewed other transit service routes and stops in Palo Alto. Added SamTrans line 281 

as it seems to meet the criteria for a HQTC. 

4. Palo Alto parcel layers selected by location – those with centroid within buffer areas. 

Parcels added manually that have 25% of total area within buffer to meet area criteria of 

SB 827.6 

5. Flag created in parcel layer to designate those parcels that can be considered transit rich 

housing development areas. 

6. Created secondary flag in parcel layer to designate those parcels that would be eligible 

for maximum height changes (55 to 85 feet). These include parcels within a HQTC and 

within one block of MTS (see definition below). 

7. A third flag was created in the parcel layer for those parcels that are facing streets with a 

width larger than 45 feet curb-to-curb. To identify these parcels, a buffer was created 

around each parcel of 30.5 feet. This buffer was used to account for a 5-6 foot sidewalk 

and 2-3 foot buffer along each road, in addition to 22.5 feet of pavement. This was a 

trickier analysis that is bound to contain errors, as there are differences between blocks 

regarding sidewalk and landscape buffer widths, as well as differences in on-street park-

ing (parallel vs. back-angle). 

8. Tabular data exported to Excel for analysis. 

Data Sources 
• City of Palo Alto GIS Data Portal 

• City of Menlo Park GIS Data Portal 

• MTC Open Data Portal 

• Santa Clara County GIS Portal 

• San Mateo County GIS Portal

                                                       
6 Interpretation of these areas may be open to disagreement. 

http://opendata.mtc.ca.gov/datasets/high-quality-transit-corridors-14-mile-2017
http://opendata.mtc.ca.gov/datasets/high-quality-transit-corridors-14-mile-2017
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Figure 3. Example of maximum heights (45’ to 85’) compared to a single family, two story home in Palo Alto. 
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MAP 1. 
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MAP 2.  
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MAP 3.  
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MAP 4.  


