
  

  

PIEDMONT DESIGN GUIDELINES:  
7. BUILDING DESIGN:   
COMMERCIAL AND MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL  
NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT 

7-1 

 

7. BUILDING DESIGN:  

COMMERCIAL AND MIXED-USE 
RESIDENTIAL  

7.01 NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT 
 

Although Piedmont is primarily a residential community, it has two small commercial/ mixed-
use districts.  The character and appearance of these districts is an important part of 
Piedmont’s identity, as they include many of the city’s gathering places, services, and 
workplaces.  Each district has a unique identity: 
 
The guidelines for Piedmont’s commercial and mixed-use districts are not intended to establish 
or dictate a specific architectural style or theme.  Rather, the intent is to ensure that new 
commercial and mixed-use structures are developed within the context of Piedmont’s 
architectural heritage and the attention that has historically been given to human scale and 
detail.  Designs merely repeated from other cities or reflective of standard plans (e.g., 
corporate or franchise designs) that do not relate to the site, adjacent development, or 
Piedmont’s architectural history, are strongly discouraged and unlikely to be accepted. 
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Civic Center Area: 
The six lots zoned for commercial and mixed-uses fronting Highland Avenue and Highland Way 
are either surrounded by public rights-of-way or adjacent to public facilities. None are directly 
adjacent to lots zoned for residential use. Due to lot configurations and orientations to the 
street and public buildings, their exposures may be viewed from all sides. The context of this 
district is defined by the existing public and semi-public buildings within the Civic Center area, 
including City Hall, Piedmont Community Church, the Veterans Building, and Havens School.  
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Grand Avenue Commercial District: 
The character of the Grand Avenue commercial district is shaped by Grand Avenue itself, a 
relatively wide avenue with the highest traffic volumes in the city.  Piedmont’s Grand Avenue 
district is effectively the “headwaters” of a longer commercial corridor that extends through 
Oakland for almost a mile to Lake Merritt.  It functions as a transition between more intense 
commercial uses in Oakland and residential areas of Piedmont.  All but one of the thirteen lots 
within the district share property lines with lots zoned exclusively for single-family residential 
use. Of these thirteen lots, nine have narrow street frontages, similar in scale to the adjacent 
lots zoned for single-family residential use.  Six of these narrow lots are developed with single-
family detached homes. Thus, the context of this district is fundamentally defined by the 
surrounding residential buildings and the residential form of Piedmont itself. 
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7.02 SITE DEVELOPMENT  

7.02.01 AMENITIES IN THE STREET RIGHT-OF-WAY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: NEIGHBORHOOD COMPATIBILITY: 

1. Introduce new street trees to match the spacing of existing street trees in front of 
contiguous neighboring properties. If there are no street trees in front of contiguous 
neighboring properties, provide new street trees with a minimum spacing of 25 feet.  
 

2. Provide Class 2 bicycle racks for short term use, when feasible. 
 

3. Encourage usable public outdoor spaces with seating in front of commercial storefronts, 
when feasible. 

 
 
 

DESIGN STANDARDS: 
1. Encourage land uses, activities, design changes, circulation changes, and capital 

improvements which transform the Piedmont Civic Center into a more cohesive 
pedestrian-oriented gathering place.   
Ref: General Plan Land Use Element Policy 4.1 

2. Create more distinctive and memorable points of entry into the city to provide a 
stronger sense of arrival and define city edges.  
Ref: General Plan Design and Preservation Element Policy 27.4 

3. Within the Grand Avenue Commercial District, Encourage Mixed-use Development 
that combines ground floor commercial uses with upper story residential uses.  
Ref: General Plan Land Use Policy 2.2 

4. Buffering and screening should be required between commercial development and 
adjacent residential properties.  
Ref: General Plan Land Use Policy 2.5 

5. Recognize commercial uses as gathering places, contributing to pedestrian vitality and 
safety.  
Ref: General Plan Land Use Policy 2.6 

6. Consider potential impacts on city and school district properties and facilities.  

Ref: General Plan Land Use Policy 3.4 

7. Zone D – Commercial/ Mixed-Use Regulations.  

Ref: Zoning Ordinance Section 17.26 
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Yes 
 

Yes 

Yes Yes 

DESIGN COMMENTS:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Fixed seating in interior courtyards 
enhance usable public outdoor 
space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B. Street facing courtyards create 
flexible public outdoor use.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C. Low planters and trellis with 
outdoor seating create an 
enclosure while maintaining a 
connection to the public right-of- 
way.  

D. Street facing patios with outdoor 
seating animate the public right-of- 
way. 
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Yes 

Yes 

7.02.02 AMENITIES ON-SITE 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: NEIGHBORHOOD COMPATIBILITY: 

1. Landscaping on commercial and mixed-use properties should complement the 

landscape treatments on adjacent properties.   

 

2. Along property lines abutting single-family residences, landscaping should provide 

screening and privacy for the adjacent residences. 

 

3. Along the street facing frontage, 

smaller scale design elements such 

as container plantings and window 

boxes should be considered to 

enhance the pedestrian experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

4. Where facades are set back from the 

property line, paving within setback 

areas should be distinctively 

different from the adjacent public 

sidewalk.  As appropriate, plazas or 

outdoor seating areas located 

adjacent to sidewalks may be 

separated from the sidewalk by 

landscaping, raised planters, or 

similar features. 

 

 



  

  

PIEDMONT DESIGN GUIDELINES:  
7. BUILDING DESIGN:  
COMMERCIAL AND MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL  
BUILDING SCALE AND MASSING 

7-7 

 

7.03 BUILDING SCALE AND MASSING 
 

7.03.01 AESTHETIC DESIGN: NEIGHBORHOOD COMPATIBILITY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

1. Use the scale and stature of the existing neighborhood context, as described in Section 
7.01, as a benchmark for the design of new or remodeled structures.  Building masses 
on larger sites should be broken into smaller segments that reflect those common along 
nearby streets.   
 

2. Incorporate daylight planes, as described in the Zoning Ordinance Sec. 17.26.050 
between mixed-use properties and residential properties, to reduce the overall building 
bulk and establish compatible transitions between uses. 
 

3. Use the architectural rhythm of existing contiguous properties to establish building 
massing elements. For facades that are adjacent to or facing single-family residences on 
Grand Avenue, the buildings should be sympathetic to the form, scale, and height of 
those houses. Residential building forms should be considered in such locations, to 
improve compatibility with the adjacent homes and maintain visual continuity along the 
corridor. 

 

7.03.02 AESTHETIC DESIGN: ON-SITE COMPATIBILITY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

1. Provide a minimum of 50 percent of street frontage of the lot for the building frontage, 
to maintain a consistent street wall. 
 

2. On buildings with street frontages that exceed 50 feet, entry vestibules or other building 
recesses should be included to create visual interest and provide additional window 
display space.  Building recesses should have with a minimum width of 5 feet and a 
maximum depth of 5 feet.     
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Yes 

DESIGN COMMENTS FOR DESIGN GUIDELINES 1 AND 2: 
 

A. The gated, walled in entry to a mid-
block paseo and tree-shaded 
courtyard on the left maintains the 
consistent street wall. 
 

B. Building setbacks at upper floors 
with usable outdoor space reduce 
the overall building massing.  
  
 

 
 

DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

3. Differentiate the ground floor commercial use from upper floor residential use with 
front setbacks, cornices, awnings, or other architectural elements. 
 

4. Where awnings and canopies are used, they should be placed at elevations that relate 
to the height of pedestrians and provide a sense of shelter. Awnings should be 
appropriate to the building style and not dominate the building frontage. 
 

5. Use a residential scale of building elements at floors with residential uses. 
 

6. Introduce changes in wall plane and architectural projections, such as bay windows, 
porches, overhangs, sunscreens, etc. to reduce the overall building bulk. 
 

7. Use the proportion between windows and adjacent wall surfaces to reduce the overall 
bulk of building elements. 
 

8. Provide a unified design treatment on all sides of the structure that are visible from the 
street, adjacent residences, or public buildings.  This should include continuity of design, 
color, materials and architectural detail.  
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Yes 

Yes 

 
DESIGN COMMENTS FOR DESIGN GUIDELINES 3-8: 
 

A. Mixed-use projects consist of 
residential units located above 
ground floor retail shops or 
restaurants. Entries to upper floors 
should be located on street-facing 
façades where feasible or on 
landscaped passageways with direct 
access to the street. All primary 
entries should be distinctive and 
well defined with elements such as 
attractive doorways and sidelights, 
awnings, carriage lights, planters, 
appropriate signage, and other 
elements that add visual richness 
and human scale. 
   

B. Upper levels should be designed 
with a distinctive character and 
design elements that will relate the 
upper levels to the street and 
provide visual interest. These 
elements might include bay 
windows, projecting balconies with 
landscaping and French doors, or 
awnings over the windows.  Window 
proportions on the upper levels 
should generally be smaller than 
ground floor windows, vertical in 
orientation, and related to the 
ground floor windows. 
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Yes No 

Yes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C. The photo shown above 
illustrates an unsuccessful 
application of the guidelines.  
Entry to the commercial use 
cannot be distinguished from 
the building and garage 
entries. The bay window and 
building elements increase 
the overall building bulk. 
Finally, the windows lack 
recess and are small in 
proportion to the adjacent 
wall plane, increasing the 
overall building bulk. 

D. The photo above illustrates the 
successful application of these 
guidelines.  The ground floor 
commercial use, with awnings and 
large glazing, differentiates itself 
with the residential uses at the 
upper floors.  Changes in wall plane 
and roof profile at the upper floors 
reduce the overall building bulk. The 
windows, with an appropriate recess 
and divided lite grilles, are an 
important architectural element, 
helping to define rhythm and scale.

 
 

E. The photo shown at right is a 
successful application of these 
guidelines. The building has a 
distinct base, middle and top. The 
scale of the French doors at the 
upper floors is smaller than those at 
the ground floor commercial. The 
façade is animated by roof 
overhangs, trellises and balconies. 
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Yes Yes 

7.04 BUILDING STYLES 
 

7.04.01 LOTS WITH NARROW STREET FRONTAGES 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: SITE COMPATIBILITY: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. When practical, encourage the retention of existing residential use, while providing 
neighborhood serving commercial space to the front at the ground floor on lots with 
narrow street frontages. Use the area above the commercial extension for additional 
enclosed residential use, green roof landscaping, private outdoor space, or a roof profile 
compatible with the existing residential use.  

 

7.04.02 AESTHETIC DESIGN: NEIGHBORHOOD COMPATIBILITY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

1. Maintain visual privacy between units within the development. 
 

2. Maintain visual privacy between the development and adjoining single-family homes. 

DESIGN COMMENT:  

A. This can be achieved in a number of ways, including avoiding windows that would 
provide views into the interior of adjacent homes and minimizing the number and size 
of windows on the façades facing residential yards.  Exterior lighting should be shielded 
as necessary to minimize impacts on adjacent yards or the interior of adjacent homes.  
Landscaping may be used to screen, break up, or soften views of the commercial 
structure from adjoining properties. 
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Yes 

7.04.03 AESTHETIC DESIGN: ON-SITE COMPATIBILITY: 
DESIGN GUIDELINES:  

1. Provide architectural elements and 
details that enhance the building 
façade, while maintaining a scale 
that is consistent with residential 
architecture in adjacent 
neighborhoods.  Elements such as 
exterior columns and beams, 
layered facades with recessed 
windows, overhangs and cornices, 
and other integrated design 
elements are encouraged to provide 
visual interest.  Building designs 
should avoid the impression that the 
structure is a “box” with applied 
design elements.  

 
2. Dedicate a minimum of 50 percent of ground floor commercial, street facing walls on 

the first eight feet above grade, to transparent glazing. 

 
DESIGN COMMENTS: 

A. Dark or highly reflective window glazing should be avoided. 
 

B. Store windows should be recessed from wall faces as well as windows at upper floors, in 
order to add visual depth to facades. 
   

C. Window proportions on the ground floor should reflect traditional horizontal or square 
windows rather than windows with strong vertical proportions. 
 

D. Decorative treatment of bulkheads (the area below the window) with materials that are 
consistent with the building’s materials is encouraged. 
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Yes 

Yes 

DESIGN GUIDELINES: 
3. Allow for the flexibility of different sizes of ground floor commercial spaces. 

 

DESIGN COMMENT: 

A. Different sized commercial spaces 
are separated by the residential 
entry. This building also is a good 
example of the implementation of 
Guidelines 4-10 below.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DESIGN GUIDELINES: 
4. Building facades should have a 

distinctive base, middle and top.  
 

5. Provide high quality, durable 
building materials that convey a 
sense of permanence.  Concrete 
blocks and metal siding or panels are 
not acceptable materials. 
 

6. When there is a horizontal change in 
exterior building material, the 
material change should occur at the 
inside corner of a building form, 
rather than the outside corner. 
 

7. Differentiate the residential entry 
from the commercial entry. 
Accentuate each entry from its 
adjacent wall planes. All pedestrian 
entries should be street facing.  

 
 

The photo above illustrates the objectives of 
Guidelines 4-7 
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Yes 

8. Pedestrian entries to commercial spaces in the Grand Avenue commercial district should 
face Grand Avenue and not side streets.  
  

9. Buildings with multiple ground floor tenants should be designed to emphasize an overall 
sense of project and place, rather than the prominence of the individual tenants. 
 

10. Use colors that are appropriate to the use and the surrounding area. 
 

DESIGN COMMENT: 
A. Muted tones are generally preferred with stronger accent colors limited to trim.  In 

most cases, a range of complementary colors is preferred over painting all wall surfaces 
with the same paint color and shade. 

 

DESIGN GUIDELINES: 
 
11. Maintain predominantly active 

ground floor uses. Limit the 
exposure of utility rooms and 
support spaces at building fronts. 
 

12. Blank walls that are visible from 
adjacent streets should be avoided.  
Where they are unavoidable, 
pilasters, trellises or lattices should 
be used along with landscaping to 
make the facades more attractive. 
   

13. Building corners should respect 
street corner intersections at all 
floors.  

 
14. The use of Universal Design Principles, allowing greater accessibility to commercial and 

mixed-use residential buildings, is encouraged.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

The photo above illustrates the objectives of 
Guidelines  11-13. 



  

  

PIEDMONT DESIGN GUIDELINES:  
7. BUILDING DESIGN:   
COMMERCIAL AND MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL  
BUILDING STYLES 

7-15 

 

Yes Yes 

Yes 

A shared outdoor space on grade. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

15. Integrate balconies and porches to the building form, so they do not appear tacked on. 
 

16. Residential security gates, when installed, should be compatible with the building style, 
be as visually open as possible and be pedestrian friendly. 

17. Provide private and/or shared 
outdoor spaces for the residential 
units. Each residential unit should 
either have a minimum of 100 sq. ft. 
of private outdoor space or have 
access to shared outdoor space 
within the property. The size of the 
shared outdoor space should be a 
minimum of 200 sq. ft. per unit. 
Private or shared outdoor space may 
be located on decks, balconies, 
patios, or at natural grade. Open 
spaces located on raised podiums 
with walls taller than 4 feet that are 
adjacent to properties zoned 
exclusively for residential use are 
discouraged.   
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18. Building and rooftop utility elements should be located where they will be least visible 
from public rights-of-way.  If full screening is not possible, these elements should be 
concealed with landscaping or walls that are integrated into the project. 

 
DESIGN COMMENT: 

A. Roof equipment should be screened to minimize its visual impact on views from public 
rights-of-way.  Such equipment should be in recessed roof wells or hidden behind 
parapet walls so it cannot be seen from the street.  Where walls are used to screen 
equipment, they should be designed to appear as an architecturally integrated part of 
the building rather than an added-on element. 

DESIGN GUIDELINE: 
19. Trash and service areas should be sized to accommodate receptacles for garbage, 

recyclable materials and compostable waste. The areas should also be screened, with 
the screening incorporated into the building design.  Walls that appear to be “tacked 
on” to screen these areas are discouraged.  Rather, such walls should match the 
materials used on the building, with detail comparable to the main structure. 
 



  

  

PIEDMONT DESIGN GUIDELINES:  
7. BUILDING DESIGN:  
COMMERCIAL AND MIXED-USE RESIDENTIAL  
GARAGES AND DRIVEWAYS 

7-17 

 

Yes 

  7.05 GARAGES AND DRIVEWAYS  
 

7.05.01 AESTHETIC DESIGN: ON-SITE COMPATIBILITY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

1. Parking should be subordinate to the building and should not interrupt structural 
continuity.  Parking should be placed underground where possible.  If underground 
parking is not possible, parking should be placed behind buildings rather than along the 
street. 
 

2. Excavate basement areas for 
support spaces, such as utilities and 
garages, to reduce the overall 
building bulk. 
 

3. Use a single driveway and garage 
entry for shared structured parking.  
Garage door widths should be kept 
to a minimum, as shown at right. 
  

4. Other than the entrance and exit, 
prevent ground floor parking within 
the front 25 percent of the depth of 
the street facing ground floor of a 
building to maintain active 
commercial use. 
 
 

5. On corner parcels with off-street parking, the parking entrances should face side streets 
rather than main avenues. 
   

6. Bicycle parking should be provided in a manner consistent with the Piedmont Zoning 
Ordinance. 

 
  
 

The photo above illustrates the objectives of 
Guidelines 2-5. 
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Yes Yes 

7.06 EXTERIOR BUILDING SIGNAGE   

7.06.01 AESTHETIC DESIGN: ON-SITE COMPATIBILITY 
DESIGN GUIDELINES: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Provide a consistent building signage 
program that is compatible with the 
building design. Discourage the 
obscuring of building elements with 
building signage. 

2. Limit the location and number of signs for 
each commercial space. 

 

 
 
 

   
 
 

DESIGN STANDARD: 
1. Require sign compatibility with buildings and streetscapes that are minimally intrusive 

to surrounding uses.   
Ref: General Plan Design and Preservation Policy 27.9 

2. Sign Regulations 

Ref: Zoning Ordinance Division 17.36 
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Yes 

3. Limit the exterior lighting of 
building signage to avoid 
light trespassing to adjacent 
properties and to residential 
units above the ground floor. 
Lighted signs should be lit 
only during business hours. 
 

4. Discourage the use of back-lit 
signage.  




