About Design Review

This explains 1) what “design review” is, 2) how it fits into our efforts to shape our community,

 and 3) how you can participate in the design review decision-making process.

What is Design Review?

Cities and counties shape our community in many ways.  One way is to say what kinds of uses go where.  This occurs through general plans and zoning codes.  

Another is to regulate the design of structures and other elements on property.   Design review standards are a tool to help buildings “fit in” a neighborhood.   These standards reflect the community’s vision for how an area should look.  Design standards are often part of the city or county’s zoning code.  Such standards apply when someone proposes to make a change on his or her property.   

Kinds of Standards

Sometimes design standards will say that buildings must be a certain architectural style and/or be in certain colors.  Design standards can also regulate the size, location and scale of buildings.  The relationship of new or changed buildings to neighboring buildings can be a concern.  Other areas of concern can be outside lighting, landscaping and signs.  

Design standards can apply throughout the community.  They also can apply just in certain areas, for example, in historic areas.  Design standards sometimes apply to certain kinds of uses (for example, multi-family developments of a certain size or more).

The Decision-Making Process

Some cities and counties assign the task of design review to a design review body.  Others ask the planning commission to look at proposed project designs.  Individuals with expertise in design issues, as well as members of the public, usually serve on these bodies.  These bodies review a proposed project in light of the community’s adopted design standards.

Professional planning staff also reviews projects for design quality.  Staff typically provides a report and recommendations for decision-makers’ consideration.   

Decision-makers want to hear from those who have opinions about whether a project satisfies the community’s design standards.  Suggestions on what changes might help it to meet those standards also are welcome.  If you want to share your thoughts, see “Preparing for Public Hearings” on the back of this sheet for some tips.
To Learn More 

· The Planning Commissioner’s Handbook, League of California Cities, 2005, Chapter 4: The Planning Framework (www.ca-ilg.org/pch4)
· Curtin’s California Land Use and Planning Law addresses design review issues, available from Solano Press, (www.solano.com)
