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Chapter 1

Introduction
CHAPTER
Each development proposal in Mill Valley is evaluated
based on its own characteristics and merits to
determine whether the proposed density is
appropriate for that site. Factors that must be
considered include adjacent uses, the proposed site
and building design, traffic and noise impacts, and
visual impacts. The General Plan, Zoning,
environmental review process, and development
review processes all exist to ensure that each and
every new development contributes to the overall
quality of life in the community.
The development standards govern the form of the
building on the site in conjunction with the design
guidelines, which express the City’s expectations for
the aesthetic quality of buildings and sites. Both the
development standards and design guidelines have
standing in the review process and will be used in
evaluating the merits of a project.
Development standards and design guidelines
together define the intensity and quality of
development. This document provides a description of
the multi-family residential and mixed-use
development standards and application of design
guidelines to ensure the design intent is met.
Below is the definition and application of development
standards and design guidelines.
Development Standards. Development standards
describe the basic building form parameters or
envelope (min. and max. physical boundaries) that
applies to a given property.
Development standards consist of measurable building
elements such as setbacks, stepbacks, building heights,
floor area and residential density. The standards are
generally quantitative, establish regulatory boundaries
or measurable parameters, and are applied to all

properties in each zoning district. The development
standards are mandatory (in that minimums must be
met and maximums are not exceeded), and projects
may only be approved if they are consistent with the
development standards, unless otherwise allowed by a
variance.
Design Guidelines. While design guidelines are
qualitative in nature and subject to the discretionary
review of the approval body, they serve as strict criteria
for reviewing projects during the approval process.
Design guidelines typically address building elements
that cannot easily be measured or quantified. They
contain requirements on design aspects such as site
and building design, massing, architectural elements,
materials, and overall design character.

Exterior

Interior

DEVELOPMENT STANDARD: QUANTITATIVE

Identifies measureable elements such as height and
setbacks

In addition to the design guidelines, the City has
standards related to Zoning, Building, Floodplain, Fire,
and public rights-of-way (ROW) that must be met when
development occurs. These development standards
can be found online at http://qcode.us/codes/
millvalley/.
Applicants are encouraged to speak with members of
the Planning, Building, Public Works, and Fire
Departments to understand these technical
requirements. Note the City is currently revising some of
its procedures, and these will be described in the final
document.
Both the development standards and design guidelines
are intended to implement the City’s General Plan
goals, policies, and programs related to quality design
elements. These include:

DEVELOPMENT STANDARD: QUALITATIVE

Addresses elements that cannot be easily measured but
are important for design and character

1) To protect and enhance the natural beauty and
small-town character of Mill Valley; and
2) To encourage continued diversity of housing, income
levels, and lifestyles in the community.
Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards
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1. Purpose of design
guidelines
The design guidelines implement goals and policies of
the Mill Valley 2040 General Plan and complement the
development standards in the Mill Valley Municipal
Code related to multi-family residential and mixed-use
development.
The Mill Valley Multi-Family Residential and Mixed-Use
Design Guidelines supported by provisions outlined in
the Multi-Family Residential and Mixed-Use
Development Standards require quality design of
multi-family housing and mixed-use projects in the
City.
The design guidelines provide direction for site
planning and design, neighborhood compatibility,
building design, and landscape and sustainability
recommendations to support the long-term viability
and livability of Mill Valley’s neighborhoods.

Multi-family developments are higher density
residential buildings such as apartments,
condominiums, and townhomes. These developments
are typically comprised of attached units with common
facilities such as parking, open space, and recreation
areas.
All multi-family housing projects, regardless of scope,
are subject to the design guidelines and development
standards in this document. The guidelines and
standards apply to any addition, exterior remodel,
relocation or new construction of multi-family housing
in residential and commercial zones requiring a
building permit within the City.
Applicants for multi-family residential and mixed-use
projects are strongly encouraged to review the design
guidelines and development standards in this
document before submitting a project to the City for
review.
The design guidelines will be applied by the City
through the design review process as outlined in the
Mill Valley Residential Design Review Handbook. The
design review process includes review by City staff,
Planning Commission, and potentially City Council. The
guidelines will serve as a basis for evaluating proposals
to ensure a high level of design quality in addition to
the development standards required in the Zoning
Ordinance. The goal of the City’s review process is to
ensure the highest level of design quality, while
providing the necessary flexibility to encourage
creativity on the part of project designers.
The City’s Design Review process requirements can be
found in the Mill Valley Municipal Code Section 20.66.
Application forms and requirements are available
online at cityofmillvalley.org and from the Planning
Department.
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2. OBJECTIVES
The City’s objectives are to provide guidance for
applicants, neighbors and city decision makers when
proposing or evaluating new multi-family housing or
changes to existing multi-family housing. These
guidelines are intended to recognize, maintain, and
celebrate the unique qualities of Mill Valley’s
neighborhoods. The guidelines require high-quality
design to preserve the scenic beauty of neighborhoods
and quality of housing throughout the City.
The design guidelines in this document are intended to
implement the City’s General Plan goals, policies, and
programs related to quality design elements. The
following policies and programs, found in the Land Use
and Community Vitality Elements of the Mill Valley
2040 General Plan, describe that objective:
•

Regularly evaluate and update residential
development standards, construction
management oversight, and single-family and
multi-family design guidelines to ensure that new
development and residential remodels are
compatible with their natural surroundings and
character of the adjoining neighborhood. (Land
Use Element – Program LU.1-1)

•

Establish regulatory and aesthetic standards to
ensure attractive, pleasant, safe, clean, and
accessible commercial areas and adjacent public
realm by:
»»

»»

Establishing and implementing commercial
development and public improvement
standards (e.g., for sidewalks, street lights
and furniture, landscaping, parking and
circulation, traffic signals, etc.).

•

Consistent public improvements. Improve Mill
Valley‘s appearance and charm through City
policies, regulations, and standards that promote
consistently high-quality design and construction.
(Community Vitality Element – Policy CV.6.1)

•

Update and expand the City’s design guidelines to
address all types of new development (not just
single-family residential), redevelopment and
public improvements. (Community Vitality Element
– Program CV 6.2)

Updating the City‘s zoning and regulations
and development standards to maintain the
distinctive mix of commercial uses, building
setbacks, building heights, and other
development characteristics of the principal
commercial areas and;
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areas
CHAPTER
Near East Blithedale

Building off the “rooms” concept in the Mill Valley
Miller Avenue Streetscape Plan, “character areas”
were identified throughout multi-family and
residential mixed-use zones within the City.
There are a variety of multi-family and mixed-use
development types throughout the City and the
character areas are defined by the complementary
development pattern and design elements within
them. Each character area is described below.
The character area descriptions include a high-level
analysis that was used as a basis to draft new
development standards and complementary design
guidelines. New development will be required to be
compatible with existing development patterns in
each of the character areas.

1. Character areas in 			
Mixed-Use districts
The following five mixed-use character areas in
residential and commercial districts include a range
of densities and development types. The five
character areas described below are:
i.

Downtown Mill Valley

ii.

Near East Blithdale

iii. Miller Ave “Passage”
iv. Miller Ave “Parkway”
v.

Miller Ave “Main Street”

Downtown
Mill Valley
Miller Ave “Passage”
Miller Ave “Parkway”
Miller Ave
“Main Street”
Miller Avenue
“Gateway”

Miller Avenue
“Marsh”
Bayfront

vi. Miller Ave “Gateway”
vii. Marsh and Bayfront

Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards
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i. Downtown Mill Valley (DR-1
and DR-2 + Downtown
Commercial Zones)
The Downtown Mill Valley Character Area encompasses
the residential and downtown commercial areas
concentrated along Throckmorton, Lovell, and
Blithedale Avenues. The commercial portion of the
Downtown Character Area is clustered around Lytton
Square and Depot Plaza while the downtown
residential areas wrap like a collar around the
downtown commercial core. Several buildings within
the downtown exceed the 35 foot height limit, most
notably the theatre.
The commercial area is characterized by one-, two- and
three-story buildings of various architectural styles,
walkable streets, vibrant storefronts and extensive
fenestration and glazing, and a mix of commercial
activities. These attributes contribute to a small-town
aesthetic within the downtown core. The surrounding
residential development in the downtown area varies
considerably in building size and site and building
design, with residential units ranging from small and
moderately sized apartments and condos to large

14
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single-family homes, and include some of the oldest
homes in Mill Valley. Proximity to nearby churches,
schools, SLPs, parks, the Downtown Plaza, and
commercial activities make this a prime area for easy
walkability and embody the small town character that
many associate with Mill Valley. The mix of multi-family
and single-family housing close to social and
commercial activity are a defining characteristic of this
area, and the intent of the General Plan is to continue
to encourage an appropriate and complementary
commercial and residential mix. Existing multi-family
densities on scattered sites within the downtown
generally range from 12 to 29 units per acre.
Development Pattern - Parcels within the commercial
area vary in size and have an average area of roughly
8,000 square feet. Lot frontages are generally between
45 and 50 feet. Buildings are sited with very limited
setbacks with many structures being built to front and
side property lines. Parking areas are mostly
consolidated and located behind buildings.
Most commercial buildings are flat-roofed with
parapets though some mansard and hipped roof forms
exist as well. It is recommended that no single story

Multi-family residential, Downtown REsidential, & mixed-use character
areas
CHAPTER
structures are allowed in the Downtown commercial
area. Buildings are required to be stepped back at the
third story along frontages and sides (or interiors)
where commercial lots adjoin multi-family zones. As
with all of the commercial character areas, the exterior
and interior setbacks in the existing commercial zones
apply to the residential uses in the downtown
commercial zone.

Structures in this area are a mix of single-family and
multi-family uses of between two and three stories,
with heights being further emphasized by steep
topography. Some lots feature non-conforming parking
situated in the front setbacks with garages very near
the street, which is not encouraged. The streetscape
character of the area is characterized by steep
upslopes and downslopes off of narrow streets.

While the guidelines and standards relate only to the
residential portions of the mixed-use building, within
the downtown area it will be important that any new
development follow existing development patterns and
ground floor uses meet the public realm with little to
no setbacks. It is anticipated that there will be breaks in
the buildings for access to parking, paseos, plazas, or
outdoor dining/display opportunities.

New mixed use/multi-family residential development in
the downtown area will be encouraged to create
pedestrian-friendly frontages, currently dominated by
parking, and respect the existing development patterns
and natural constraints.

The residential areas within downtown have land use
classifications of Downtown Residential (DR-1 and
DR-2) and are zoned Downtown Residential (DR). Lot
widths for many parcels in the residential areas range
from 25-50 feet. Interior setbacks measure from 0 to
20 feet, while 10-20 feet is typical for most front
setbacks.

The Mill Valley Lumberyard, at the transition between
downtown and the Passage, is one of the City’s iconic
historic assets, and is identified in the General Plan to
be rezoned Downtown Commercial. This is a prime
site for revitalization and will be an important
component in supporting the success and community
vitality for both downtown and Miller Avenue.

Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards
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II. Near East Blithedale (MFR-1,
Medium Density residential +
Limited commercial)
The commercial area east of Mill Valley’s downtown
has been zoned “P-A, Professional and Administrative
Offices” and is developed with offices and some small
scale retail. This area serves as a transition between
downtown and residential neighborhoods.
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Development Pattern - The East Blithedale Character
Area is located within P-A and R-M zones on Buena
Vista and Sunnyside along East Blithedale Avenue. The
area contains mostly smaller lots of 5,000 to 6,000 sq.
ft. with frontages averaging about 50 feet. Building
heights are between one and two stories with some of
the one-story structures featuring high walls and
ceilings which increases their height. Front setbacks in
this area are between 0 and 10 feet while side yard
setbacks average at around 5 to 10 feet. In a few
instances side yard setbacks are built to the lot line.
Driveways and garages are generally located within the
front setback and are located close to the street. The
streetscape character within the area features very
narrow sidewalks that run along Blithedale Avenue.

Multi-family residential, Downtown REsidential, & mixed-use character
areas
CHAPTER
III. Miller Avenue “Passage” (MFR-1
and MFR-2, Medium AND Higher
density residential +
Neighborhood Commercial Zone)
The Passage area marks the area of transition to the
downtown area and includes the Miller Ave
thoroughfare, while The southern, residential area of
the Passage area is shaped by the dense forested
canopy and rustic lumber yard buildings. Multi-family
residential in this area is interspersed with smaller-lot
single-family development on the north side of Miller
Avenue, and small to medium developments tucked
into the hillside on the south side of Miller Avenue.

buildings, and “clusters” of small multi-family
residential buildings set back from the street (e.g.,
Miller Terrace).
The streetscape features numerous trees, including
redwoods which screen hillside structures, and narrow
sidewalks. A streetscape plan has been adopted and
aims to improve multi-modal transit and preserve
existing natural and ecological features along Miller
Avenue. Visibility of Mount Tamalpais becomes elusive
as Miller nears downtown, suggesting arrival to the
mountain. The inbound transition to the Passage is
highlighted by the creek crossing at Millwood.

Development on the south side of Miller Avenue is
heavily influenced by the ridgeline that comes down
from the Mill Valley Reservoir to Montford/La Goma.
The development along Miller Ave in the Passage area
includes two- and three-story mixed-use and multifamily residential buildings (including multi-building
complexes) that step up the hillside on the south side
of Miller Avenue. Buildings on the north side are
generally two stories and include a mix of larger two
and three-story single family residences that have been
converted to offices, two- and three-story apartment

Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards
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Development Pattern - The Miller Passage character
area includes multi-family residential lots along the
segment of the Miller Ave corridor between Sunnyside
and Millwood Avenues. The character area contains a
mix of small and medium sized lots with lots on the
north side of Miller Ave that feature widths between
40 and 60 feet, while the south side lots have frontages
of 60 to 100 feet. Buildings on the south side of Miller
Ave feature two to three stories while those on the
north side are generally two story. Front yard setbacks
range between 10 and 15 feet while side setbacks are
generally 5’ feet wide. Multi-family developments in the
area utilize shared driveways to access smaller offstreet lots, garage or carports at the side or rear of the
building.

The area’s streetscape features numerous trees,
including redwoods which screen hillside structures,
and narrow sidewalks. A streetscape plan has been
adopted and aims to improve multi-modal transit and
preserve existing natural and ecological features along
Miller Ave. A noteworthy constraint is the presence of
Old Mill Creek which runs along the southbound lane
of Miller Ave. New development along the south side of
the Passage should maintain the existing mature trees
and landscape and the feeling of being ‘nestled’ into
the hillside.
Constraints include Arroyo de Corte Madera Creek at
the rear of properties on the north side of Miller
Avenue, and steep topography at the rear of the
parcels on the south side, both of which reduce the
actual buildable area of many sites.
Future development should preserve the heavily
landscaped character of the areas and the feeling of
individual buildings with parking and buildings set back
from the street behind landscaped setbacks.

18
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Multi-family residential, Downtown REsidential, & mixed-use
SITE PLANNING
character
+CHAPTER
DESIGN
areas
IV. Miller Avenue “Parkway” (MFR1 and MFR-2, Medium and Higher
density residential)
The Parkway slowly transitions to the more commercial
areas of Miller Avenue. The Parkway Character Area
extends south along Miller Avenue from Millwood
Avenue, the end of the Miller Passage Character Area
to Willow Street where “Main Street” commercial area
begins. The Parkway features a diversity of trees and
plantings both in the street medians and also as
“borrowed landscape” in the adjacent front yards and
hillsides.
The Miller Avenue Parkway character area extends
south along Miller Ave from Millwood Ave, the end of
the Miller Passage character area, to Willow Street. The
Parkway features a diversity of trees and plantings
both in the street medians and also as “borrowed
landscape” in the adjacent front yards and hillsides.
Visibility of Mount Tamalpais becomes elusive as the
road continues, suggesting arrival to the mountain.
The inbound transition to the Passage is highlighted by
the creek crossing at Millwood. Multi-family residential
developments are generally set back from Miller

Avenue in this area. The area is intermixed with
professional office uses and transitions to the
commercial “main street” area of Miller Avenue as it
approaches Willow Street. Development is restricted
by the steep topography at the rear of these lots.
While setbacks vary in the area, larger setbacks are
found in areas with large mature trees along the
frontages. The structures on the north side of Miller
Avenue in the Parkway area are a mix of larger two and
three-story single family residences that have been
converted to offices, two- and three-story apartment
buildings, and “clusters” of small multi-family
residential buildings set back from the street (e.g.,
Miller Terrace). Constraints include the Arroyo de Corte
Madera Creek at the rear of these properties on the
north side of Miller, and steep topography at the rear
of the parcels on the south side.
Development Pattern - Lot sizes are mixed in this
area with a variety of small to medium sized lots. The
south side of the character area, however, features
steep topography, in many cases reducing the actual
buildable area. Lot frontages vary between 50 and 75
feet with some of the larger lots measuring 90 to 100

Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards
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feet. Buildings are mixed between one, two, and three
stories. Front yard setbacks are typically 10 to 20 feet
with some sites having setbacks of 30 to 45 feet. Side
setbacks were measured to be around 10 to 20 feet
with some instances of buildings being sited much
closer to side property lines. Parking and garages
within this character area are typically side-loaded off
of a single driveway accessing Miller Ave. The Miller
Avenue Plan calls for a reduction in curb cuts which will
influence future driveway and parking design
standards.
The site’s architectural character consists of a variety of
styles with the larger developments tending to have
flat roofs. The smaller structures are more reflective of
traditional architectural styles. The area’s streetscape is
similar to that of Miller Passage and features a narrow
island that bisects the right-of-way and is utilized as a
parking strip. In addition to steep topography along the
south side of Miller Ave, Old Mill Creek presents a
development constraint as a natural feature and
floodzone.
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Future residential development within this zone will
likely be focused to upper floors, preserving the
ground floor for commercial uses. The architectural
character consists of a variety of styles with the larger
developments tending to have flat roofs. The smaller
structures are more reflective of traditional
architectural styles.
Future development should preserve the heavily
landscaped character of the areas and the feeling of
individual buildings with parking and buildings set back
from the street behind landscaped setbacks. A mix of
one, two, and three story structures is appropriate.
Opportunities to create or continue a creek view and
creek walks should be explored as development occurs
(such as the area behind Marin Theatre Company and
505 Miller Avenue). Development of two-story mixeduse buildings towards the Willow section will also be
encouraged.

Multi-family residential, Downtown REsidential, & mixed-use character
areas
CHAPTER
V. Miller Ave “Main Street”
(Neighborhood Commercial Zone)
Main Street, from Willow to Reed Streets, functions as
just that, an active center for Miller Avenue with
pedestrian-oriented retail uses on the street.
Businesses include retail and restaurants as well as
service and repair businesses, fitness centers, and
service stations that serve the entire community. Many
structures are one-story, and there are a number that
are set back from the street with parking at the front,
which is somewhat suburban in feel. Other sites have
the building located at the street with driveway and
parking to the sides, creating breaks in the streetscape
between buildings.
Development Pattern - The Miller Main Street
character area is located along Miller Ave from Willow
Street to La Goma Street. Lots in this area range
between 6,000 and 10,000 sq. ft. and have frontages
that average around 40 feet, with outliers that measure
up to 160 feet. Buildings in this area are mostly one
and two stories and are either slightly set-back or are
between 5 and 10 feet from the front property lines.
The smaller lots feature a mix of 0 to 5 feet side
setbacks while a few parcels have 10 to 15 feet

setbacks along the side yards. Off-street parking and
garage arrangements in this area are generally located
towards the side and rear of the structures. Some sites
include parking along the buildings’ frontage though
this pattern is discouraged in future developments.
Due to a range in frontage widths, a mix of both
narrow and wider buildings are present within the
character area. Buildings include retail and light
industrial development such as auto shops. The
streetscape includes narrow sidewalks that are
frequently broken-up by large curb cuts to access
shops. The area will be subject to new streetscape
guidelines and standards within the Miller Avenue
Streetscape Plan. The area’s primary constraint is its
location within the floodplain.
As in all commercial areas, residential development will
occur above commercial uses. New development
should meet the street at the ground level, furthering
the more intimate scale of this area. Buildings should
be close-knit to help define the street and the ‘main
street’ feel. Although many structures are one-story,
two-story mixed-use buildings should be encouraged.

Mill Valley Multi-family residential, Downtown Residential, AND MIXED USE Design guidelines and development standards

21

Chapter 2
VI. Miller Ave “Gateway” (MFR-2,
Higher Density residential +
Neighborhood and General
Commercial Zones)
The boundaries of the Miller Avenue “Gateway”
character area extend along Miller Avenue from La
Goma Street to the Camino Alto intersection. The area
includes larger structures such as Safeway and
Tamalpais High, intermixed with very small one-story
structures, which creates a rhythm that transitions in
massing and scale. This diversity in development and
lot sizes create an eclectic mix of architectural styles
within the area. The lots on the south side of Miller
Avenue are again constrained by the hillside at the rear
of the lots.
Development Pattern - This area incorporates a mix
of larger and smaller lots with frontages ranging from
60 to 100 feet. A mix of taller one-story and two-story
structures are located within the Miller Gateway as well
as one three-story structure. Off-street parking within
the Miller Gateway is generally located at the sides or
towards the rear of the site. The streetscape character
of Miller Gateway is similar to that of Miller Main

22
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Street’s with narrow sidewalks and larger curb cuts.
The streetscape within the area will also be subject to
the Miller Avenue Streetscape Plan.
Residential in this area should be mixed-use with
commercial on the first floor along Miller Avenue. The
second and third stories should be stepped back to
allow for outdoor space and reduce massing. While
these guidelines do not directly address ground floor
uses, commercial areas on the ground floor should
meet the streets, with breaks in between for either
parking, plaza, or outdoor dining/display opportunities.

Mill valley Multi-family residential and mixed-use character
areas
CHAPTER
VII. Miller Ave “Marsh/Bayfront”
(MFR-2, Higher Density
residential)
The Miller Avenue “Marsh/Bayfront” Character Area
encompasses the multi-family residential areas
surrounding the intersection of Miller Ave and Camino
Alto, the condominium and apartment complexes in
the Bayfront area across the marsh and bay, and east
of Camino Alto along East Blithedale. The Character
Area includes an open landscape in a mostly treeless
yet natural setting with several of the multi-family
developments along the marsh having sweeping views
of the bay and wetlands. The topography is mostly flat
with some rolling hills offering perched views in the
Bayfront portion of the area.

along the bayfront and above the commercial frontage
on Highway 101.
Development Pattern - The existing pattern of
development is larger, planned condominium and
townhouse developments composed of multiple
buildings on large lots with common areas.
Developments include two- and three-story structures,
as well as three-story over parking at some locations.
While this area is mostly built-out, a continuation of the
existing development pattern is appropriate. The
inclusion of walking-paths and access to the natural
marsh and bay areas and parks are encouraged.

The development pattern and appearance of this area
differs from other hill areas to the west because the
area was built to contemporary subdivision standards.
Development in these neighborhoods ranges from
larger-lot custom homes in the Scott Valley area to
more traditional residential subdivision development
patterns in the Alto and Enchanted Knolls areas to
large condominium and apartment developments
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2. Character Areas in
Commercial Districts
The following character areas in the commercial
districts also encompass a variety of large and small lot
development patterns. The two character areas
described below are:
i.

Alto Center

ii.

Redwood Highway

Alto Center

Redwood
Highway

24
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CHAPTER
I. Alto center (general and
Neighborhood commercial zones)
The Alto Center character area consists of parcels
zoned General Commercial (C-G) just north of the
Blithedale Avenue and Camino Alto intersection. The
area also encompasses land slated to be zoned as
Neighborhood Commercial directly to the west of
Camino Alto . The East Blithedale/Alto Center area has
served as both a neighborhood shopping center and a
location for larger-scale retail businesses that serve a
more regional market with smaller professional office
uses along East Blithedale near Camino Alto. Currently,
the area includes 204,000 square feet of leasable
space. Its location near the East Blithedale/Highway
101 interchange makes it attractive for regional-serving
businesses.

large for some lots, measuring between 200 and 300
feet while smaller parcels have setbacks between 40
and 50 feet. Side setbacks vary widely from 5 to 10 feet
for some lots and up to 20 feet or more for others.
The site’s parking consists of a large off-site lot that
provides shared parking. The streetscape along the
site’s boundaries have wider sidewalks with street
trees that run along Blithedale Avenue, a busy arterial
road. Development on the site is constrained by its
location within a floodplain. While residential
development is encouraged in this area and the
character is anticipated to change over time, the
standards recognize the “suburban” character of the
area and have been design to complement existing
development.

Development Pattern - This area hosts several
tenants in a one-story commercial center plus an
adjacent condo development. Front setbacks are very
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II. Redwood Highway (General
commercial zone)

property line. Side yard setbacks vary significantly as
well between 5 and 10 feet up to 50 feet.

The Redwood Highway character area consists of
C-G-zoned parcels located along the Redwood Highway
Frontage road on the east side of the City near
Highway 101. The Redwood Highway Frontage Road
area has historically served as a regional-serving office
and commercial area. The uses tend to be oriented to
the Highway 101 frontage road and include a large
amount of professional office space and some regional
freeway-oriented commercial uses, such as hotels, car
dealers, and office buildings. This area constitutes
most of Mill Valley’s frontage on Highway 101.

The sites generally offer large lots for off-street parking
that are buffered with a landscaped strip from the
property line. The streetscape along the frontage road
includes a narrow sidewalk. The sites within the
character area are constrained due to their location
within a floodplain, surrounding marsh and bayland,
and by Highway 101.

Development Pattern - The lots within this area are
very large when compared to lots of other character
areas. Structures on these sites are generally one to
two stories and are oriented towards the freeway and
frontage road. Frontage length and front setbacks are
very large. Several lots have a width of 350 to 400 feet
with front setbacks ranging from 30 to 90 feet. A few
lots having structures within 5 feet of the front
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This area has an opportunity to include mixed-use
development as well as neighborhood commercial
services for the Eucalyptus Knoll/Shelter Bay and other
nearby developments. While the existing development
on these sites ranges from one to two stories, given its
location larger two- and three-story mixed-use
buildings are appropriate in this area.

Chapter 3

Multi-Family Residential,
Downtown REsidential,
and residential mixed-use
development standards
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
The following development standards describe the
allowed building form for multi-family development
within the residential and commercial zones
throughout the City. The development standards
consist of measurable building elements such as
residential density, setbacks, building heights, and
parking and outdoor living space requirements. The
development standards are mandatory, unless
otherwise allowed by a variance. The development
standards and design guidelines together serve as a
basis for evaluating development proposals to ensure
a high level of design quality.

MIXED-USE CHARACTER AREAS

iii. Miller Avenue “Passage”

i. Downtown Mill Valley

This area accommodates medium density residential (8
DU/acre to 15 DU/acre), including mixed-use with
offices or commercial and small-scale multi-family
residential developments. The Miller Avenue Passage
also includes the Mill Valley Lumberyard, which is
slated to be rezoned Downtown Commercial. The
Passage area includes mixed-use with offices and
small-scale multi-family residential developments.
Residential in these areas is intended to be small- to
medium-scale multi-family residential developments,
live-work, and mixed-use development. (See MFR
Miller Avenue – Passage regulations below)

Multiple-Family AND
DOWNTOWN RESIDENTIAL
Zoning

Downtown Residential zones include a variety of
housing types and sizes, with development ranging
from multiple small cottages on a single parcel to
single-family homes on both very small and very large
lots, and apartments and condominiums. The intent of
the Downtown Residential zones is to continue to
encourage the diverse mix of residential development;
retain existing residential units; and, encourage new
development to be in scale with existing development
patterns. (See Downtown Residential and Commercial
- Downtown regulations below)

Purpose and Intent
The multi-family residential zones are intended to
create and maintain medium and higher density
residential neighborhoods that blend a range of
housing types with a mix of unit sizes with a limited
mix of neighborhood-scale commercial, office, and
institutional uses. The City’s goals include preservation
of the existing stock of rental housing in these areas
and provision of opportunities for development of new
multi-family housing that increase the diversity of
housing options within the City.
The downtown residential zones are intended to create
and maintain a blend of housing types and uses,
including single- and multi-family residential, with a
mix of unit sizes and with a limited mix of
neighborhood-scale office and institutional uses.

The Downtown Mill Valley mixed-use area provides a
mix of multi-family and single-family residential,
commerical uses, and mixed-use land uses that
support the varied physical and social characteristic of
the downtown. Downtown Mill Valley also permits,
both conditionally and by-right, housing options within
the area’s commercial districts that allow residential
uses above the first floor. Residential densities within
the Downtown Commercial Zone (C-D) ranges from 17
DU/acre to 29 DU/acre.

ii. Near East Blithedale
The Near East Blithedale commercial and multi-family
residential zones serve as a transition from the higher
density downtown commercial/mixed-use and
downtown residential zones. The East Blithedale
corridor is Limited Commercial (C-L) area and can
accommodate residential and mixed-use land uses at
densities between 17 DU/acre and 29 DU/acre. This
area accommodates mixed-use with offices or
commercial and small-scale multi-family residential
developments. (See Near E. Blithedale/Commercial
- Limited regulations below)

iv. Miller Avenue “Parkway”
The Miller Avenue Parkway zones accommodates
medium density (8 DU/acre to 15 DU/acre) and higher
density residential (17 DU/acre to 29 DU/acre), in
accordance with the adopted Land Use Map. The
Neighborhood Commercial (C-N) zone at the area’s
southern section provides a compatible mix of
commercial uses and residential uses at 17 DU/acre to
29 DU/acre, including mixed-use with offices or
commercial and small-scale multi-family residential
developments. (See MFR Miller Avenue – Parkway
regulations below)
v. Miller Avenue “Main Street”
The Miller Avenue Main Street zone is the active center
of the Miller Avenue corridor. While currently the area
is mainly one-story commercial buildings, this area
provides for both neighborhood serving commercial
uses on the ground floors of buildings and mixed use
with residential above (17 DU/acre to 29 DU/acre).
New development should meet the street and have a
‘main street’ feel, with an emphasis on the pedestrian
environment. Buildings should be close-knit with
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two-story buildings encouraged. (see Main Street/
Neighborhood Commercial regulations below)
vi. Miller Avenue “Gateway”
The Gateway area includes medium- to large-lot
General and Neighborhood (C-N) parcels at the
transition from the Miller Avenue “Main Street” down
to the “Marsh” area. This section will continue its
current development pattern and accommodate
housing types with a density range of 17 DU/acre to 29
DU/acre. (See Commercial - Neighborhood and
Commercial - General Limited regulations below)
vii. Miller Avenue “Marsh” and “Bayfront” (Bayfront/
Enchanted Knolls/Shelter Bay)
The Marsh and Bayfront areas accommodate higher
density residential (17 DU/acre to 29 DU/acre),
including larger two to three-story multi-family
residential complexes. Large-lot condominium and
townhouse developments are also accommodated
within this area. A major component of the Marsh area
is the Redwoods senior housing, which is targeted for
an Affordable Housing Overlay Zone to facilitate
development of affordable senior housing for the City.
(See MFR Marsh/Bayfront regulations below)
Applicability
The regulations of 20.24 (Residential Multi-Family)
apply to all development and change of use within
these zones with the exception of existing single-family
dwellings. Existing single-family dwellings in the
Multi-Family Residential Zones are not considered
non-conforming and can be altered and enlarged, if
such additions meet the setback, height and other
development standards of this Code . Development
and changes of use must meet both the Multi-Family
Development Standards contained in this section as
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well as the City of Mill Valley Multi-Family Residential
Design Guidelines. Additional standards contained
throughout this Title also apply as noted in Additional
Standards and Provisions” listed in the Use Table in
Section 20.24.030.

Commercial CHARACTER AREAS
i. Alto Center
The Alto Center area accommodates commercial and
office land uses while providing mixed-use and
residential opportunities at densities of 17 DU/acre to
29 DU/acre. The area is mainly zoned General
Commercial (C-G) and hosts large-lot commercial areas
with adjacent pockets of higher density residential at
17 DU/acre to 29 DU/acre. Upper-floor stepbacks are
not required in this zone.
ii. Redwood Highway
The Redwood Highway area accommodates General
Commercial (C-G) uses while also providing higher
density residential at 17 DU/acre to 29 DU/acre. The
area features large-lot developments in close proximity
to Highway 101 which host a variety of commercial and
office functions. The development standards for
Redwood Highway allow for slightly higher FAR and lot
coverage than the Alto Center character area while also
not requiring stepbacks for 3-story structures. A variety
of housing types are permitted both by-right and
conditionally in this area.

Development Standards
CHAPTER
Multi-Family and Downtown Residential Zones Use Table
P = Permitted
CUP = Conditional Use Permit required
N = Not permitted
Rental Multi-family housing
For-sale Multi-family housing

MVMC 20.26
Downtwn
Residential
DR

MVMC 20.24
Bayfront
(En. Knolls/
Shelter Ridge)
RM-B

Miller Ave
Marsh
RM-M

Miller Ave
Passage
RM-P

Miller Ave
Parkway
RM-PA

P

P

P

P

P

CUP

P

P

CUP

CUP

Additional
Standards/
Provisions

See Note 1

Home Occupations

P

P

P

P

P

20.60.250

Accessory structures

P

P

P

P

P

20.60.075

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Single room occupancy (SRO) dwellings
Residential Facility, small

P

P

P

P

P

Residential Facility, large

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Nursing home

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Mixed-use buildings combining residential, commercial, and/or business and professional office building

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

New single-family dwellings

P3

N

N

N

N

Existing single-family dwellings

P

CUP

Live-work projects

N

3

2

CUP

2

CUP

2

CUP

See Note 2,3
2

N

N

CUP

CUP

See Note 2,3

Non-residential uses
Office buildings

CUP

N

CUP

CUP

CUP

Hospitals, medical clinic or offices

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Funeral parlors

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Community Centers

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Social halls, lodge, or club buildings

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Horticultural nurseries

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Public Utility structures

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Day care centers for children

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Schools

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Public Utility structures

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Parking Lots (not associated w/ a use)

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

- For-sale housing that is subject to Inclusionary Housing Ordinance (MVMC 20.80) is exempt from Conditional Use requirement per California Government Code Section 65589.4.
- In Multi-Family (RM) zones, existing single-family residences at the time of the adoption of these regulations shall not be considered “non-conforming uses” and can be altered and enlarged,
if such additions meet the setback, height, and other development standards of the Single-Family Residential (RS) zoning standards (MVMC 20.16).
3
- In Downtown Residential zones, single family residences are permitted: on vacant lots; and, lots containing existing single-family residences at the time of the adoption of these regulations. A
single family residence may not be created through the consolidation of multi-family unit.
1
2
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Multi-Family Residential and
Downtown Residential Zones
Land Use Designation (i)
Zoning Designation

Downtown

Miller Ave “Marsh” and
“Bayfront”

DR-1 and DR-2

MFR-2

Downtown (DR)

(RM-B and RM-M)

Miller Avenue “Passage”

Miller Avenue “Parkway”

MFR-1 (Medium Density MF Residential)
RM-P

RM-PA

Density in dwelling units per acre (du/ac) (see MV2040 Land Use Map)
Minimum Density

8 du/ac for DR-1, 12 du/acre DR-2

8 du/acre for MFR-1; 17 du/acre for MFR-2

Maximum Density

16 du/ac for DR-1, 29 du/acre DR-2

15 du/acre for MFR-1 Land Use; 29 du/acre for MFR-2

Minimum Useable Outdoor Living Area (ii)
Total required Outdoor Space:

72 s.f. per unit

100 s.f. per unit

400 s.f. per unit

400 s.f. per unit

Of required outdoor living space, the minimum
Shared Outdoor Space per unit:

36 s.f. per unit for developments
over 8 units

50 s.f. per unit for
developments over 8 units

200 s.f. per unit for

200 s.f. per unit for

developments over 8 units

developments over 8 units

Of required outdoor living space, the minimum
Private Outdoor Space per unit shall be:

50 s.f.

50 s.f.

200 s.f.

200 s.f.

50%

50%

45%

45%

Max. = 0.4 for sites over
30,000 s.f.

Max. = 0.4 for sites over 30,000
s.f.

Max. = 0.6 for sites under
30,000 sf

Max. = 0.6 for sites under 30,000
s.f.

25 ft./35 ft. with stepback

25 ft./35 ft. with stepback

Max. Lot Coverage

MFR: 0.6 FAR, may be increased to
0.75 (iii)

Floor Area Ratio (FAR) (ii)

SFR: FAR in accordance with RS Zone
Regulations (MVMC 20.16.040).

Max.= 0.5

Max. Height (ii)
Height

Stepback, required on all sides above the 2nd
story (iv)

25 ft./35 ft. with stepback
Height may be increased to 35 feet
as follows:
a) At any exterior property line, the
height may be increased at a 1:1
stepback ratio (1 additional foot of
height for every additional 1 foot
setback) starting at the 25 foot
setback.

35 ft (3 stories)

1:1 ratio

n/a

b) At any interior (side and rear)
setback, the height may be increased
at a 1:1 stepback ratio (1 additional
foot of height for every additional 1
foot setback) starting at the 10 foot
setback.
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1:1 ratio
(1 additional foot of height for
(1 additional foot of height for
every additional 1 foot setevery additional 1 foot setback)
back)

Development Standards
CHAPTER
Zoning Designation

Downtown (DR)

Transitional Height Limit (within 20 feet from
abutting single-family residential zones)

n/a

(RM-B and RM-M)

RM-P

RM-PA

25 ft. max

25 ft. max

25 ft. max

(2 stories)

(2 stories)

(2 stories)

Garages: 18 ft. min. (v)

Garages: 18 ft. min. (v)

Habitable Structures: 15 ft.
min.

Habitable Structures: 15 ft.
min.

Habitable Structures: 15 ft. min.

Min. = 5 ft. for sites under
20,000 s.f.;

Min. = 5 ft. for sites under
20,000 s.f.;

Min. = 5 ft. for sites under
20,000 s.f.;

Min.= 10 ft. for sites over
20,000 s.f.

Min. = 10 ft. for sites over
20,000 s.f.

Min. = 10 ft. for sites over
20,000 s.f.

Setbacks (ii)
Garages: 18 ft. min. (v)
Habitable Structures: 15 ft. min.
Exterior (front)

Exterior setback may be reduced to
the average setback of properties on
each side, to a minium of 5 ft or 10
ft, with averaging and with Design
Review approval. See page 38
min. 5 ft., max. 10 ft

Interior (side/rear)

(1 ft for every 1,000 SF of lot area
required)

Garages: 18 ft. min. (v)

Parking

Parking (ii)

2 parking spaces per dwelling unit,
+ 1/4 guest parking per unit for more
than four units (ii)

2 parking spaces per dwelling unit,
plus 1/4 guest parking per unit for more than four units (ii)

(i)

Per Adopted MV2040 General Plan, Land Use Map Figure 2.4 and Table 2.2, pages 24-25. All standards shall be subject to the “net” measurement in acreage and
density calculations. “Net” is defined as the gross area of the parcel minus undevelopable area (e.g., easements, significant environmental features and riparian habitat
dedication to open space, flood plain/floodways).

(ii)

See pages 37-38 of this document for Additional Development Standards.

(iii)

May be increased up to 0.75 with design excellence and Planning Commission Design Review approval, see page 37-38 for requirements.

(iv)

Dormers, gables, etc. shall be within the stepback height limit.

(v)

When not reduced per 20.60.080. 18 feet to face of garage to remain clear.
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Summary of residential uses allowed in commercial districts
Residential Uses in Commercial Zones

P = Permitted
CUP = Conditional Use Permit required
N = Not Permitted

Commercial Zones

Additional Standards/ Provisions

C-L
C-D

(CURRENT

C-N

C-G

P-A ZONE)
Downtown

Limited

Neighborhood

General

Mixed-use with Residential above first floor (Mixed-use)

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Residential as an intergral part of an office building

CUp

P

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

CUP

Home Occupations

P

P

P

P

Emergency Shelters

P

N

P

P

Residential Facility, small

CUP

N

CUP

CUP

Residential Facility, large

CUP

N

CUP

CUP

Mixed-use with residential on ground floor (not allowed on
commercial street frontages)
Live-Work, with work on first floor

Single Room Occupancy (SRO) dwellings

CUP

N

CUP

CUP

Nursing Home

CUP

N

CUP

CUP
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
20.48 Mixed-use RESIDENTIAL Development Standards IN COMMERCIAL DISTRICTS
Commercial “Character Areas”
Land Use Designation (i)

Zoning Designation (i)

Downtown

Near East Blithdale

Downtown

Limited Commercial

Commercial (C-D)

(C-L)

Downtown

Limited Commercial

Commercial (C-D)

(C-L)

Miller Avenue

Miller Avenue

“Main Street”

“Gateway”

Neighborhood Commercial (C-N)

Alto Center

Redwood Hwy

General Commercial (C-G)
General Commercial (C-G)

Neighborhood Commercial (C-N)

Alto Center

Redwood Hwy

Density in dwelling units per acre (du/ac) (i), (ii)

Minimum Density

17 dwelling units/acre

Maximum Density

29 dwelling units/acre

Minimum Useable Outdoor Living Area (3)
50 s.f. per unit

Total required Outdoor Space:

136 s.f. per unit

Of required outdoor living space,

100 s.f. per unit for

n/a

the minimum Shared Outdoor

50 s.f. per unit
n/a

developments over 3 units

Living S p ace per unit
Of required outdoor living space,
the minimum Private Outdoor

50 s.f.

50 s.f.

Living Space per unit
Max. Lot Coverage
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) (4)

100%

50%

50%

50%

40%

45%

Max. = 1.5

Max. = 1.0

Max. = 1.0

Max. = 1.0

Max. = .50

Max. = .75

Max. = 35 ft.

Max. = 35 ft.

Max. = 35 ft.

Max. = 35 ft.

(3 stories)

(3 stories)

(3 stories)

(3 stories)

n/a

n/a

Max. Height (5) (iii)

Height Limit

Front Stepback (above 2nd story)

Max. = 35 ft.
(3 stories)
1:1 ratio for 3rd floor

Max. = 2 stories at East
Blithedale street frontage
and 35 ft. maximum
n/a

1:1 ratio for 3rd floor 1:1 ratio for 3rd floor

Continued on next page
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20.48 Mixed-use Development Base Standards continued		
Commercial “Character Areas”

Downtown

Near East Blithdale

Miller Avenue

Miller Ave

“Main Street”

“Gateway”

Alto Center

Redwood Hwy

Minimum Setbacks
Exterior Property Line
Interior Property Line (6)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with Residential Zoning, then 15 ft.)
0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with Residential Zoning, then 15 ft.); may be reduced to 10 ft on sideyards if second story includes a
stepback

Parking (ii,iii)
Residential: 2 parking spaces per dwelling unit,
plus 1/4 guest parking per unit for more than four units (ii) ;
Commercial uses per 20.60.090

(i)

Per Adopted MV2040 General Plan, Land Use Map Figure 2.4 and Table 2.2, pages 24-25.

(ii)

All standards shall be subject to the “net” measurement in acreage and density calculations. “Net” is defined as the gross area of the
parcel minus undevelopable area (e.g., easements, significant environmental features, riparian habitat and/or flood plain/floodways).

(iii)

Height Exceptions permitted per MVMC 20.60.060

For numbered references, see Section 20.24.040.C on page 37 of this document for Additional Development Standards.
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
Additional Development
Standards
1. Efficiency Units
Efficiency units (also known as “micro-units”) shall be
between 350 and 450 square feet, and shall be limited
to 20% of the total units in any individual project site.
Efficiency units shall count as 0.5 unit for purposes of
density and parking.
2. Duplex
A duplex shall include two primary dwelling units,
where either:
a. both units are greater than 1,000 square feet; or,
b. the square footage ratio between the two units are
no greater than 2:3 (for example, if one unit were
900 square feet, the other would need to be at least
600 square feet)
3. Useable Outdoor Living Space

The first 250 square feet of garage space for each
parking space is excluded from the allowable FAR.
Underground or partially underground parking is
exempt from the FAR calculations if it is a
predominately suberranean enclosed area that
extends no more than three feet above the existing or

7. Reduced Exterior Setbacks in Downtown
Residential (DR) Zone

With a Design Review application, the Planning
Commission may grant an increase in the maximum
adjusted FAR up to 0.75 if:
a. The development is limited to two stories; the
parking is screened from the public right(s)-of-way; and
the development meets all applicable Design Review
Guidelines; or
b. The development is a Cottage Development; the
development is limited to two stories; and the
development meets all applicable Design Review
Guidelines.

With a Design Review application, the review body
(Zoning Administrator or Planning Commission) may
grant a reduction to the 15 foot front setback
reuqirement, to not less than 5 feet, for properties

6. Reduced width on narrow lots
front
setback

5. Increased Height in Downtown Commercial (C-D)
Zone
The base height in the C-D zone shall be 35 feet. A
building may be increased up to a maximum of 38 feet
in height to allow for up to a maximum 18 foot plate
height for the ground level commercial uses. The upper
floors shall have a maximum plate height of 10 feet.
6. Reduced Interior Setbacks for Narrow Lots
a. Interior side and rear setbacks for lots of 25 feet or
less in width is a minimum of 3 feet. A minimum 5 foot
setback will remain where windows are placed along
the setback line. The 5 foot setback will apply to the
window and a 5 foot section of the building wall on
each side of the window. Exterior walls along the
minimum setback line shall include a recess or offset of
at least 2 feet for every 35 feet of wall (for a minimum
of 5 feet). (see graphic)
b. Lots of 25 feet or less in width shall provide parking

ft.
145
5 ft. side setback for
walls with windows

ft.
ge
nta

Parking Exclusions

Adjusted Floor Area in Downtown Residential Zone

24

4. Adjusted Floor Area

per dwelling unit as specified in MVMC 20.60.090(I), but
shall not be required to provide guest parking.

Fro

Useable Outdoor Living Space shall be a minimum
horizontal depth and width of 5 feet by 10 feet.
Required yards less than 10 feet in width adjacent to a
building or structure, and areas paved for the storage
or movement of motor vehicles or bicycles can not be
considered usable outdoor living space. Accessory
buildings or structures may be located within required
usable outdoor area when the principal uses of such
buildings or structures are accessory to those of the
usable outdoor areas within which they are located.

finished grade, whichever is lower, except as required
for vehicle entry.

3 ft. side
setback

Axonometric View
5 ft. side setback
for windows and
required offset of
at least 2 feet

Max Height - 35 ft.
Second Floor - 25 ft.
Fro

nta

1:1 stepback

10 ft stepback
for 3rd floor

ge

3 ft. side setback

Plan View
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within the Downtown Residential Zone on Lower
Alcatraz, Bayview, and West Blithedale (as shown on
map on this page), if the following can be
demonstrated:

uses” and can be altered and enlarged, if such
additions meet the setback, height, and other
development standards of the Single-Family Residential
(RS) zoning standards (MVMC 20.16).

a) The setback is no less than the average of the two
adjoining properties; and b) the structure within the
reduced front setback area shall be limited to 50% of
the width of the frontage; and c) the project meets all
applicable Design Review Guidelines.

10. Entries
Primary entry areas shall face a public street or Step,
Lane, Path (SLP) in Downtown Residential Zones.

For all other properties within the Downtown
Residential Zone, with a Design Review application, the
review body (Zoning Administrator or Planning
Commission) may grant a reduction to the 15 foot front
setback reuqirement, to not less than 10 feet if the
following can be demonstrated:
a) The setback is no less than the average of the two
adjoining properties; and b) the structure within the
reduced front setback area shall be limited to 50% of
the width of the frontage, and c) the project meets all
applicable Design Review Guidelines.
8. Guest Parking
No guest parking is required for lots 25 feet or less in
width. When included, guest parking must be on the
side or in the rear of the property.
9. Single-family Residential Development
In the Downtown Residential (DR) Zones, single-family
residential is allowed on: all vacant lots; and, currently
developed single-family residential lots. Consolidation
of existing multi-family units to form new single-family
is not permitted. Multi-family residential allowed in
accordance with minimum and maximum densities
assigned by the General Plan.
In Multi-Family (RM) zones, existing single-family
residences at the time of the adoption of these
regulations shall not be considered “non-conforming
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
Alto Center Character Area
General Commercial (C-G)

Max. Lot Coverage
Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

40%
.5
Max. Height

(Example)

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)
Setback

Exterior (front)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Interior (side/rear)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)
Stepback

Plan View

Area for parking
and landscaping

0
30

Not required in General Commercial (C-G) Character Areas

Axonometric View

Area for parking
and landscaping
No stepbacks
required for third
floor in this area

ft.

15 ft. setbacks

Max Height - 35 ft.
Second Floor - 25 ft.

t.

e
ag

nt

5f

17

Fro

Fron

tage
15 ft. setbacks

Lot Coverage = (12,448 sf/58,190 sf) = 21%
FAR = (28,896 sf/58,190 sf) = .49
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Chapter 3
Miller Ave “Passage” and “Parkway”
Character Areas
MFR-1 and 2 (Medium and Higher Density
MF Residential)

Max. Lot Coverage

45%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

.6 if lot size is under 30,000 sf /
.4 if lot size is over 30,000 sf.
Max. Height

(Example 1)

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)

Stepback (above 2nd story,
2nd story = 25’ max)

1:1 ratio
Setback

Plan View

Area for parking
and landscaping
5 ft. side/rear
setbacks

Exterior (front)

Min. 15 ft. (No max.)

Interior (side/rear)

Min. 5 ft. for sites under 20,000 sf;
Min. 10 ft. for sites over 20,000 sf;
(No max.)

Axonometric View
Area for parking
and landscaping
Max Height - 35 ft.
and stepback
Second Floor - 25 ft.

ta

95

ge

ft.

5

on

15 ft. front
setback

14

Fr

ft.

5 ft. side/rear
setbacks

Fro

nta

ge

1:1 stepback

10 ft stepback
for
10 ft. 3rd floor

15 ft. front setback

Lot Coverage = (3,197 sf/13,277 sf) = 30%
FAR = (7,992 sf/13,277 sf) = .6
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
Miller Ave “Passage” and “Parkway”
Character Areas
MFR-1 and 2 (Medium and Higher Density MF
Residential)

Area for parking
and landscaping

45%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

.6 if lot size is under 30,000 sf /
.4 if lot size is over 30,000 sf.
Max. Height

(Example 2 - an example of site constraints that may prevent development from reaching its full potential)

Plan View

Max. Lot Coverage

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)

Stepback (above 2nd story,
2nd story = 25’ max)

1:1 ratio
Setback

Exterior (front)

Min. 15 ft. (No max.)

Interior (side/rear)

Min. 5 ft. for sites under 20,000 sf;
Min. 10 ft. for sites over 20,000 sf;
(No max.)

Axonometric View
Area for parking
and landscaping
Max Height - 35 ft.
Second Floor - 25 ft.

t.

6f

18

ge

ta
on
Fr

10 ft. side/rear
setbacks

15 ft. front setback

2

38

ft.
15 ft. front
setback

Fro

10 ft. side/rear
setbacks

nta

ge

Lot Coverage = (6,960 sf/23,267 sf) = 30%
FAR = (13,920 sf/23,267 sf) = .6
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Chapter 3
Miller Ave “Main Street”
Character Area
Neighborhood Commercial (C-N)

Max. Lot Coverage

50%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

1.0
Max. Height

(Example 1)

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)

Front Stepback (above 2nd
story, 2nd story = 25’ max)

1:1 ratio
Setback

Plan View

Exterior (front)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Interior (side/rear)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Axonometric View
Area for parking
and landscaping

*No min.
setback
required

Area for parking
and landscaping

Max Height - 35 ft.
Second Floor - 25 ft.

ft.
50
ge
nta

Fro

t.

7f

10

Fro

nta

ge

1:1 stepback

Lot Coverage = (2,345 sf/5,691 sf) = 41%
FAR = (5,610 sf/5,691 sf) = .99
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10 ft front stepback
for 10 ft. 3rd floor

Development Standards
CHAPTER
Miller Ave “Main Street”
Character Area
Neighborhood Commercial (C-N)

Max. Lot Coverage

50%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

1.0
Max. Height

(Example 2)

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)

Front Stepback (above 2nd
story, 2nd story = 25’ max)

1:1 ratio
Setback

Plan View

Exterior (front)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Interior (side/rear)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Axonometric View
1:1 stepback area with dormers,
demonstrating a method of
stepping back the third floor and
mitigating volume.

Area for parking
and landscaping
*No min.
setback
required

Max Height - 35 ft.
Area for parking
and landscaping

Second Floor - 25 ft.

ft.

e

g
nta

50

Fro

t.

7f

10

Fro

nta

ge

Lot Coverage = (2,345 sf/5,691 sf) = 41%
FAR = (5,548 sf/5,691 sf) = .97
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Chapter 3
Downtown Residential
Character Area (DR-1 and DR-2)

Max. Lot Coverage
Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

50%
.60
Max. Height

Height

25/35 ft. (3 stories, see below for requirements for height above 25 ft.)

Stepback (above 2nd story,
2nd story = 25’ max)

1:1 ratio, starting at 15’ front setback and
at 10’ interior (side/rear) setbacks

Exterior (front)

Min. 15 ft., may be reduced to the average of the two adjacent properties, but
not less than 5 or 10 ft., see page 38.

Interior (side/rear)

Min. 5 ft., Max 10 ft, 1 ft per 1,000 Sq. Ft
of Lot area

Setback

Section Views of Setbacks, Stepbacks,
and Heights
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Development Standards
CHAPTER
Redwood Highway
Character Area
General Commercial (C-G)

Max. Lot Coverage

45%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

.75
Max. Height

Height

35 ft. (3 stories)
Setback

Exterior (front)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Interior (side/rear)

0/15 ft. (0 ft. unless on block with
residential zoning)

Axonometric View

Plan View

0
30

ft.

Max Height - 35 ft.
Second Floor - 25 ft.
Area for parking
and landscaping
Fro

nta

ge

ge

a
nt

t.

Fro

5f
17

Area for parking
and landscaping

15 ft. setbacks
15 ft. setbacks

Lot Coverage = (17,669 sf/58,190 sf) = 30%
FAR = (41,190 sf/58,190 sf) = .72
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Chapter 3
Near East Blithedale
Character Area
C-L (Limited Commercial) District

Max. Lot Coverage

50%

Floor Area Ratio (FAR)

1.0
Max. Height

Height

35 ft. (2 stories)

Stepback (above 2nd story,
2nd story = 25’ max)

N/A
Setback

Plan View

Exterior (front)

Min. 5 ft; Max. 15 ft.

Interior (side/rear)

Min. 5 ft. (No max.)

Axonometric View

Second Floor - 25 ft.
Flat Site
Flat Site
t.

Fro

11

1f

nta

ge

ft. e
76 tag
on
Fr

Max Height - 35 ft.

Do
wn

slo

pe

Second Floor - 25 ft.

Sloped Site

Sloped Site

w

Do

ge
ta

on

Fr

Fro

pe

lo

ns

nta

ge

Lot Coverage = (3,090 sf/6,965 sf) = 44%
FAR = (6,180 sf/6,965 sf) = .88
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SITE PLANNING +CHAPTER
DESIGN

Page Blank
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Chapter 3
MVMC 20.08 Definitions
The following definitions relate to residential uses in Mill
Valley. For full list of definitions, please refer to the Mill
Valley Municipal Code Section 20.08.
20.08.068 Condominium.
‘Condominium” means an estate in real property, the
nature of which is defined in section 4125 of the Civil
Code, and the duration of which is as set forth in
section 783 of the Civil Code.”
20.08.070 Dwelling.
A.

B.

Single family dwelling. ‘Single family
dwelling’ means a building on an individual lot,
designed for and used as a dwelling unit for one
family or housekeeping unit, which is not
arranged, or designed, or equipped to permit two
or more families or housekeeping units to live
independently of each other.
Multiple family dwelling. ‘Multiple family
dwelling’ means a building or buildings designed
for or used as dwelling units for two or more
families or housekeeping units living
independently of each other, including
condominiums, apartment houses, flats, rooming
and boarding houses for three or more separate
tenants, but not including automobile courts,
motels, apartment hotels, or rest homes.
i.

ii.

48

Duplex. A ‘duplex’ is a residential
development with two primary dwelling units
within one structure. This use type is
distinguished from a Residential Second Unit,
which is an accessory residential unit as
defined by State law and MVMC 20.08.160.
Multiplex. A ‘multiplex’ is three or more
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dwelling units on a single lot that may be
either attached or detached. Typical uses
include condominiums and apartment
buildings.
iii. Multi-Family EFFICIENCY. A ‘multi-family
efficiency unit’ (also referred to as “microapartment units” or “micro-units”) is a small
multi-family dwelling unit that includes a full
bathroom and kitchen and sleeping quarters
and functions as an independent
housekeeping unit.
C.	MIXED-USE BUILDING. A ‘mixed-use building’
means any building containing one or more
dwelling units, together with commercial and/or
business and professional office use. Mixed-use
buildings include, but are not limited to:
i.

MIXED-USE. ‘Mixed-use’ means a property on
which various uses such as office, commercial,
institutional, and residential are combined in a
single building or on a single site in an
integrated development project with
significant functional interrelationships and a
coherent physical design. A ‘single site’ may
include contiguous properties.

ii.

Live/Work Unit. ‘Live/Work unit’ is a unit
used jointly for commercial and residential
purposes where the residential use of the
space is secondary or accessory to the primary
use as a place of work.

D. Single room occupancy dwelling. ‘Single
room occupancy dwelling (SRO)’ means a
residential building consisting of individual secure
rooms that are each rented to one or two persons.
Individual rooms within an SRO may share
common kitchen facilities and may or may not

Development Standards
CHAPTER
E.

have private sanitation facilities.

Section 1502(a)(1), which serves six or fewer persons.”

Residential second unit. ‘Residential second
unit’ means an attached or detached dwelling unit
in addition to the primary single-family dwelling
unit allowed in all residential zoning districts and
provides complete independent living facilities for
one or more person and which includes a kitchen
or cooking area, sleeping area, or sanitation
facilities on the same parcel as the primary
single-family dwelling unit.

20.08.131 MATURE TREE. A ‘mature tree’ means any
tree that is thirty-six inches in circumference (or more)
(approximately eleven and one-half inches in
diameter), measured at breast height (4 ½ feet above
natural grade). The following trees shall not be
classified as mature trees regardless of size:

20.08.069 COTTAGE DEVELOPMENT. Multiple small
detached dwelling units on a single multi-family lot.
20.08.091 EMERGENCY SHELTER. ‘Emergency shelter,’
as defined by California Health and Safety Code Section
50801(e), means housing with minimal supportive
services for homeless persons that is limited to
occupancy of six months or less by a homeless person.
No individual or household may be denied emergency
shelter because of an inability to pay.
20.08.096 HOUSEHOLD. ‘Household’ means one
person or two or more individuals living together
sharing housekeeping responsibilities and activities,
which may include, sharing expenses, chores, eating
evening meals together and participating in
recreational activities and having close social, economic
and psychological commitments to each other. (note:
Intention is to use this definition. City’s Legal Counsel
review of definitions and coordinate with Housing Element
references pending)
20.08.091.5 FAMILY. ‘Family’ means two or more
persons living together as a single household in a
single dwelling unit. Family also means the residents
and operators of a licensed residential facility as that
term is defined in California Health & Safety Code

i.

Bailey, Green or Black Acacia: A. baileyana, A.
dedurrens or A. melanoxylon;

ii.

Tree of Heaven: Ailianthus altissima;

Area. Useable outdoor living areas accessible by
all dwellings within a multi-family dwelling
development. Shared useable outdoor areas do
not need to be accessible by the general public.”

iii. Monterey Pine: Pinus radiata; and
iv. Eucalyptus: Eucalyptus globulous
20.08.067 CRITICAL ROOT ZONE. A ‘critical root zone’
is the portion of the root system that is the minimum
necessary to maintain vitality or stability of the tree.
Encroachment or damage to the critical root zone will
put the tree at risk of failure.
20.08.158.5 Rental, long term. ‘Long-term rental’
means the rental of all or a portion of a Dwelling Unit
for greater than a 30-day consecutive tenancy.
20.08.158.6 RENTAL, SHORT TERM. A ‘short term
rental’ is the rental of all or a portion of a Dwelling Unit
for less than a 30-day consecutive tenancy. A Short
Term Rental is not a Residential Use.
20.08.210 USABLE OUTDOOR LIVING AREA. A ‘usable
outdoor area’ is an area or a series of areas on a lot of
such shape or shapes that it or they can be efficiently
utilized for recreation and outdoor living.
20.08.210.a. Private Usable Outdoor LIVING
Area. Useable outdoor living areas used by and
accessible to one single dwelling unit.
20.08.210.b. Shared Usable Outdoor LIVING
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design guidelines
CHAPTER
This section provides guidelines for the design of
multi-family and mixed-use development throughout
the City. The recommendations of this section shall
apply to any addition, remodeling, relocation, or
construction requiring a building permit or planning
approvals within the City.
In support of the design guidelines outlined in this
section, the needs of the elderly and disabled are an
important consideration in design proposals. Universal
design elements that meet the provisions of the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), as referenced in
the California Building and Standards Code and related
regulations in the City’s Municipal Code, must be
adequately addressed.

a. Neighborhood Context
Development proposals for both remodel and new
multi-family residential and mixed-use projects should
understand how the design fits into the neighborhood
context, considering the massing, siting, landscaping
and orientation of buildings. New project designs
should complement surrounding residential and
mixed-use areas.
1.

2.

Guidelines that support sustainable design principles
are demarcated with the following symbol:

Locate new structures or additions in areas that
minimize the impacts on neighboring structures
and on mature trees (e.g., along Miller Avenue).

3.

Ensure building lot coverage is sensitive to the
prevailing lot coverage for the block, and
consistent with the multi-family residential and
mixed-use development standards for the area.

4.

Design building heights and upper story step backs
to reduce impact on neighboring properties and
the public right-of-way and allow access to sun
light and natural ventilation.

5.

Design front yard fences, if included, to be
consistent with locations and heights of fences or
walls of residential development within the
neighborhood. Materials should fit in with the
character of the natural surroundings (see Section
4.B for further details). Buildings should be set
back from the sidewalk with lower plantings placed
between the sidewalk and the fence, where
feasible, to preserve the streetscape environment.
Fences must comply with Mill Valley Municipal
Code (MVMC) 20.60.065.

1. Site Planning and Design
The design of multi-family and mixed-use
developments shall be compatible with the natural and
built character of the surrounding neighborhood (see
character area descriptions above). New development
should also respect the characteristics of the specific
site, including existing natural topography, vegetation,
and drainage patterns on a site.

Design with setbacks that are consistent with the
prevailing setbacks along the block where the
project is located, as well as the provisions in the
City’s Zoning Code.

Front setbacks should be consistent with neighboring
properties and zoning code provisions. (Guideline 1.A.1)

Undeveloped Lot

Development should be sited to minimize impacts on
existing mature trees on site. (Guideline 1.A.2)

Mill Valley Municipal Code 20.60.065 - Fencing
B. Definitions:
“Fencing is defined as any manmade barrier, barricade,
or boundary marker serving as screening, restriction to
access, definition of boundaries, privacy screen,
method of confinement or security screen.”
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Chapter 4
Do This
Building
siting and
orientation
results
in little
alteration
to natural
contours

Not This
Building is
oriented in
a manner
resulting in
extensive
cut and fill

The proposed developments in these grading plans
demonstrate encouraged and discouraged grading
practices. (Guideline 1.B.1)
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B. Site Design
Development should relate to the natural surroundings
and minimize grading by following the natural contours
as much as possible.
1.

Respect the natural contours of the land when
developing on sloped properties.

2.

Balance cut and fill and avoid excessive grading.
Minimize grading as appropriate given the
property’s natural constraints.

3.

Retain significant natural vegetation and
incorporate into the project.

4.

Design buildings, to the extent possible, to
prevent degradation of rainwater or run-off,
inhibition of groundwater absorption and
underground flow, or acceleration or otherwise
concentration of any re-directed flows.

5.

Protect creeks and other riparian habitats by
placing development outside of the riparian zone
to avoid any disturbance within these areas.

design guidelines
CHAPTER
C. Building orientation

4.

The orientation of buildings has an impact on the
surrounding streetscape and adjacent buildings.
Multi-family buildings should activate the street scene
or sidewalk by orienting building frontages toward the
street.
1.

Orient buildings and building entries toward the
street or public right-of-way and internal courts.

2.

Preserve natural amenities such as mature trees,
creeks, riparian corridors, and similar features
unique to the site. For example, new development
in the following character areas should respect
natural elements. Some examples are:
Miller Avenue and Miller Avenue “Parkway”
Neighborhoods – preserve large mature trees
that define the character of the residential
areas both along the streetscape and internal
to the site.

•

Miller Avenue and Miller Avenue “Parkway”
Neighborhoods – design of new development
should address the creek corridor along
Arroyo Corte Madera del Presidio Creek.

•

Miller Avenue “Parkway” and “Gateway”
Neighborhoods, Alto Center, and Redwood
Highway - examine potential floodplain
constraints and impact on development in
that area.

Orient buildings on an east/west axis to maximize
the use of natural daylighting. When lot orientation
does not permit, design building envelope to
maximize natural daylighting.

In the Downtown Mill Valley Character Area,
avoid large monolithic masses and
incompatible breaks in a building’s mass.

Place buildings to ensure they do not limit solar
access by shading adjacent properties where
feasible.

Not This

The paseo effectively breaks up the building mass in
a Downtown context. The discouraged example
illustrates a large break between the buildings that
does not complement the surrounding context.
(Guideline 1.C.4)

Driveway
and
parking

Fro

nta

ge

Structures
arranged
to form an
internal
courtyard

Courtyards could be used to break up a buildings mass
and create usable outdoor spaces. (Guideline 1.C.4)

Frontage

3.

•

•

5.

Do This

Utilize paseos, courtyards, plazas, or similar
methods to break up the building mass and
provide natural ventilation, where possible.
Buildings should be designed to address those
areas through building articulation and entries. For
example:

Building entries should be oriented toward the
street. (Guideline 1.C.1)
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Chapter 4
Do This

D. PARKING

and surrounding properties through the use of
landscaping to buffer the edges (e.g., a high berm
or hedge of approximately 36 to 42-inches in
height). Breaks in the screening should be
provided to allow for pedestrian circulation as
necessary.

Frontage

Locate parking to reduce visual impacts and minimize
the percentage of lot area devoted to parking and
driveways.
1.

Not This

2.

Locate on-site parking primarily at the side or rear
of the site. Parking should not exclusively be
located between a building and any public
sidewalk or street (exterior/front yard areas/
setbacks).

Frontage

Avoid adversely affecting the character of
residential streets by the visual impact of parking
areas and garage openings (e.g., large blank walls,
expansive garage doors, driveway openings that
dominate the street frontage, and parking areas
located in the front yard).

3.

Minimize the size of the driveway apron, driveway,
and paved areas, while complying with access
requirements by the Mill Valley Fire Department.

4.

Design carports and garages as an integral part of
the project architecture and relate them to the
primary building in terms of materials, color,
and detail.

5.

Screen parking lots from the public rights-of-way

Parking should only be located on the side or
behind buildings. (Guideline 1.D.1)

6.

Where topography allows, parking lots can be
located below the adjacent street grade to
effectively screen parking without the addition of
substantial screen walls or landscaping.

7.

Consider paths and driveways made from
permeable materials, such as permeable pavers or
decomposed granite, to create a park-like setting
and allow for stormwater percolation.

Do This

Not This
Do This

Not This

Parking areas should be adequately screened. (Guideline 1.D.5)
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Parking should be effectively integrated into the site plan.
(Guideline 1.D.2)

Multi-family residential and mixed-use design guidelines
CHAPTER
E. Project Entry, Pedestrian
Access and Circulation
1.

Locate driveways so that they are not the central
feature visible from the street. If a mature tree is
located where the driveway would be placed, an
alternate driveway location may be appropriate.
The location of driveways that will require the
removal of native mature trees is discouraged. For
example, development along Miller Avenue and
East Blithedale “Passage” and Miller Avenue
“Parkway” neighborhoods has large mature shade
trees prevalent along the streetscape.

2.

Design entrances, driveways, and vehicle
maneuvering areas to complement the overall
architectural identity or character of the
development. Use materials such as integrated
color concrete, slate, brick, textured, and/or
permeable paving materials.

3.

Minimize the number of site access points,
especially for larger lots.
•

system should be directly connected to off-site
public sidewalks.
7.

Incorporate meandering paths in place of long
straight path alignments.

Network of
meandering
paths to provide
connectivity
and maintain
a more natural
aesthetic.
(Guideline 1.E.6)

This is consistent for the Miller Avenue
character areas and the Miller Avenue
Streetscape Plan.

4.

Design parking areas so that car and pedestrian
circulation is separated. Minimize the need for
pedestrians to cross parking aisles.

5.

Design landscape island walkways to connect
parking and building entries, where possible.

6.

For large lots (e.g., in the Alto Center and Redwood
Highway character areas), provide easily
identifiable pedestrian access from the street and/
or sidewalk to key areas within the site and to
neighboring trails or commercial areas, if
applicable. The on-site pedestrian circulation

Mature trees preserved
through planning and
design of driveways and
site. (Guideline 1.E.1)

Pedestrian
access points
provide
connection to
the immediate
streetscape.
(Guideline 1.E.6)
Frontage

An example of a path that is constructed of
decomposed granite and fits the site’s
character. (Guideline 1.E.8)
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Chapter 4
F. Open Space and Landscape
Design
Landscaping and open space are an integral part of
any project. They are also a major component of the
character of Mill Valley, with both natural and
‘manmade’ landscapes. Landscaping and public and
private open spaces should be used as a unifying
element within a project to obtain a cohesive
appearance and to help achieve compatibility of a new
project with its surroundings.
1.

Site design should demonstrate consideration towards
existing on site mature trees. (Guideline 1.F.3)

Landscaping should be well-integrated and
complement the architectural character of the
development. (Guideline 1.F.6)
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Use drought tolerant landscaping where possible.
Plant selection should be based on the climate and
environment in Mill Valley as well as site
characteristics such as exposure, light intensity,
soil analysis, site drainage, and irrigation. Refer to
the bay-friendly landscaping and gardening
guidelines developed by StopWaste.org or other

Use landscaping along the site’s frontage and paseo to
soften the transitions from the public realm and
walkways. (Guideline 1.F.7)
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similar best practices in the design, construction
and maintenance of residential landscapes.
Accommodate and retain existing mature street
trees and on-site trees, particularly native species
(e.g., oaks, madrones, coast redwoods) and trees
that provide screening to neighboring properties
or the public right of way. Removal of existing
street and on-site trees is discouraged.
2.

Use permeable paving (e.g., pavers, porous
asphalt, bricks, stone, turfblocks) in appropriate
locations, such as sidewalks, pedestrian paseos,
parking spaces, and driveways, to allow water to
infiltrate the ground where it lands and help to
mitigate new development impacts.

3.

Accommodate and retain existing native mature
street trees and on-site trees, particularly native
species (e.g., oaks, madrones, coast redwoods) and
trees that provide screening to neighboring
properties or the public right-of-way.

4.

Ensure that critical root zones of trees are
preserved; no on-site improvements will be
allowed in these areas.

5.

Utilize a variety of plant materials that provide
color, contrast and shade in landscaping. Native,
drought tolerant, and fire-resistive species should
be emphasized.

6.

Utilize landscape elements and materials that
complement the architectural style and are
proportional to the size of the primary structure.

7.

Incorporate landscaping along buildings frontages,
parking areas, paseos and courtyards to soften the
street edge and the transition to the public realm,
where appropriate.

design guidelines
CHAPTER
8.

Use planting to soften or screen parking areas,
alleyways, trash, and service areas, particularly for
large lots (e.g., in the Alto Center and Redwood
Highway character areas).

9.

Plant selection and location should maximize
daylighting and energy efficiency (e.g. deciduous
trees at the south side near windows, trees with
limited height where solar panels may be
installed). For small lots where limited space is
available, use raised planters, window boxes,
pergolas, or trellises to incorporate landscaping
into the built environment.

10. Limit the use of potable water, or other natural
surface or subsurface water resources available on
or near the project site, for landscape irrigation.
11. Use drip irrigation systems to water trees, shrub
beds, and areas of groundcover to eliminate
evaporation losses.
12. Group plants of similar water requirements in
common zones to match precipitation heads and
emitters.

15. Design common or shared outdoor living areas
with the following elements in mind (also see the
Outdoor Living Space requirements in the MultiFamily Development Standards):
•

Common area amenities should be centralized
and scaled appropriately to the size of the
development.

•

Design common space to be open to the sky.
Patio covers, building projections, and similar
enclosures that block sunlight and air in a
common courtyard or the front setback are
discouraged.

•

Common open spaces should provide
adequate areas for playgrounds and open play
areas, where possible.

•

When multiple balconies are part of a project,
they should be located to provide maximum
visual and acoustic privacy for adjoining
properties and, secondarily, within the
development.

13. For large lots (e.g., in the Gateway, Alto Center, and
Redwood Highway character areas), integrate and
connect the design of public and private open
space areas to maximize the openness of the
development (see the Outdoor Living Space
requirements in the Multi-Family Development
Standards).
14. Use courtyard design or other designs that
increase open space and landscaping.

Incorporate landscaping that
effectively fits within the site’s
constraints and overall design.
(Guideline 1.F.9)
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G. Walls and Fencing
Walls and fences should be designed as an integral
part of new development. The location and height of
walls and fencing must meet the requirements of the
City’s fence regulations (see section 20.60.065 Fences
of the City’s Municipal Code and the City’s Fence
Guidelines)
1.

Design walls and fences with materials and
finishes that complement the project’s
architectural character. Consider planting with
vines, shrubs, and/or trees as appropriate.

2.

Articulate non-transparent perimeter walls and/or
fences with similar materials and details on both
sides.

3.

Avoid chain link or similar metal wire fencing with
slats. Natural materials for fences are encouraged,
as is open-web deer fencing.

4.

Create a clear delineation of the private realm,
with well-designed elements such as low fences
that distinguish private open spaces while
preserving “eyes on the street”. Use arbors, fences,
railings and/or windscreens to define the semiprivate space.

5.

Low fences (4’ or lower) are encouraged along
frontages and within front setbacks. If higher
fences are allowed they should not be at the front
proepety line, but should be set back from the
property line. Higher fences can be considered in
unique circumstances.

6.

Sight lines should be considered in fence design.

Use complementary fence details. (Guideline 1.G.1)
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design guidelines
CHAPTER
2. Building Design
Exemplary building design considers many facets of
architecture, including the placement of windows and
entries, mass and scale, proportional dimensions, and
the full articulation of building facades. Fundamental
design principles are reflected throughout this section,
touching on building form and architectural style as
they relate to the unique attributes within Mill Valley.
Building articulation, fenestration, roof forms, and
other major building elements should complement
neighboring development through innovative design
solutions.

a. massing and scale

1.

4.

•

Variation in the wall plane (projecting and
recessed elements);

•

Variation in wall height;

•

Roofs located at different levels; or

•

Balconies, decks, and bays.

Elevation

Varying
rooflines

Wall plane
variation
through
projections
and insets.

Avoid the use of blank walls and unarticulated
building massing (e.g., large, unbroken elevations
and roof planes) in all cases, with the exception of
common party walls or zero lot lines.

Plan
Guideline 2.A.2

Incorporate a combination of one-, one-and-onehalf-, and two-story units to create visual interest
and variation in massing and building height (also
see the Multi-family residential and Mixed-Use
Development Standards regarding maximum
height requirements and upper story stepbacks).

Do This

Not This

Parking

Frontage

Frontage

Break up large developments (e.g., sites that have
street frontages larger than 100 feet wide) into
several smaller, compact building footprints with
varying heights, rather than one large building.
This will provide an appropriate scale and a more
efficient envelope for optimizing daylighting and
passive solar heating and cooling functions.

3.

Reduce the building’s massing through a
combination of the following techniques:

Parking

Mass is defined as a three-dimensional form. The way
the forms of a building are sized directly relates to the
way building elements are emphasized or
de-emphasized. Complementary variations or open
spaces in the building form can change the appearance
and make the building more visually interesting and
less imposing. Scale describes the relationship of
individual components of the building to each other
and to the building as a whole.

2.

Parking

Parking

Building design and placement should be arranged to “break up” the building mass and parking
areas. (Guideline 2.A.1)
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Incorporate a range of building elements (e.g., a
vertical element such as a tower) to break up a
building’s mass. (Guideline 2.A.6)

Use upper story stepbacks to reduce the impact on the
public right-of way and adjacent properties. (Guideline
2.A.5)
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Step back the upper stories of multi-family and
mixed-use buildings, where appropriate, to reduce
the scale of facades that face the street,
courtyards, or open space areas. Consider designs
for larger buildings to have lower edges and build
to a central mass at the front elevations. Note this
may not be appropriate in some areas within the
Downtown Character Area (also see the Multifamily residential and Mixed-Use Development
Standards for minimum and maximum upper
story stepback requirements.)
5.

Use vertical elements such as towers to accent
horizontal massing and provide visual interest.

6.

Reduce building scale through architectural
elements including: the strategic placement of
doors, window patterns/proportions, structural
bays, roof overhangs, dormers, wall materials,
awnings, moldings, fixtures, and other details.

7.

Design architectural details and materials on the
ground floor of buildings that enhance the
pedestrian experience. This can be achieved by
integrating elements such as canopies, trellises, or
awnings, where appropriate.

design guidelines
CHAPTER
B. Roof Forms

Do This

Gable Roof

Roof forms should be used to distinguish various
building forms, create an interesting roof line, and help
to minimize the perception of the building’s mass. Roof
forms should reflect a residential appearance through
pitch and use of materials.
1.

2.

3.

Use roof forms typical of residential buildings such
as gable, hip, shed, or mansard roof combinations.
Mansard roofs should have a roof pitch that is high
and deep enough to hide mechanical equipment.
When used, flat roofs should have a parapet high
enough to hide rooftop equipment.
Finish roof parapets, if used, with a stepped cap of
substantial size. Include one or more of the
following detail treatments: pre-cast elements,
continuous banding or projecting cornices, dentils,
caps, corner details, or variety in pitch (sculpted). If
the interior side of a parapet is visible from
pedestrian view, it should be finished with the
same materials and a similar level of detail as the
front façade.
Use multi-form roof combinations to create
varying roof forms and heights, emphasize the
individual dwelling units, and break up the
massing of the building.

Not This
Incorporate a variety of complementary roof forms.
(Guideline 2.B.1)
Flat roof with parapet

Roof form details should be used to enhance the aesthetic
quality of a building. (Guideline 2.B.2)

Use roof forms to adequately screen roof-top
equipment. (Guideline 2.B.1)
Vary roof forms and heights (Guidelines 2.B.3)
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4.

Use a change in roof forms and wall planes to break up
long horizontal expanses. (Guideline 2.B.4)
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•

On larger sites (e.g., within the Gateway, Alto
Center and Redwood Highway character
areas) with over 100 feet of street frontage,
rooflines should be broken at intervals no
greater than 50 feet long by changes in height
or roof form.

•

On smaller sites in the Miller Avenue and East
Blithedale “Passage”, Miller Avenue “Passage”,
and Downtown Mill Valley character areas the
intervals should be no greater than 25 feet.

5.

Consider the use of deep roof overhangs to create
shadow and add depth to facades. Where
applicable to the architectural style, roof eaves
should extend a minimum of two feet from the
primary wall surface to enhance shadow lines and
articulation of surfaces.

6.

Use exposed structural elements (e.g., beams,
rafter tails) such as roof overhang details, where
applicable.

7.

Design roofs to incorporate pre-plumbing and
pre-wiring of homes for easy installation of solar
water heating and photo-voltaic (PV) solar panels,
where feasible. Solar panels should be
incorporated into roof design and be low-profile
where possible.

8.

Consider green roofs (e.g., roof top gardens or
living roofs) on flat roofs to reduce the heat-island
effect and reduce stormwater runnoff.

9.

Consider including water collection devices, such
as cisterns and rain barrels, or greywater systems.

Explore green roofs where feasible. (Guideline 2.B.8)
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Incorporate architectural elements or variations in
the roof form to break up long horizontal rooflines
in buildings with flat or low- pitched roofs.

design guidelines
CHAPTER
C. Building articulation

6.

Multi-family structures should be well articulated on all
sides.

Provide light-shelves on south-facing windows and
entries to maximize natural lighting.

7.

Specify lighting, plumbing, and equipment that
provide for efficient use of energy and resources.

1.

Though the highest level of articulation will occur
on the front façade, buildings should articulate
every building elevation. This includes variation in
massing, roof forms, and wall planes, as well as
surface articulation.

2.

Incorporate architectural elements that add visual
interest, scale, and character, such as projecting
balconies, trellises, awnings, canopies, overhangs,
recessed windows, window detailing, and door
detailing, to create shadow patterns and help
articulate facades and blank walls.

3.

Design stairways as an integral part of the overall
architecture of the building in multi-family and
mixed-use development. Stairways should
complement the building’s mass and form.
Internally facing walls that face walkways should
be effectively articulated to enhance the
pedestrian experience.

4.

Emphasize horizontal planes on tall or large
structures through the use of trim, awnings,
canopies, eaves, other ornamentation, or a
combination of complementary colors.

5.

Consider adaptive re-use of existing buildings or
portions of existing buildings as an alternative to
demolition and rebuilding.

Do This

Not This

Staircases should be integrated into the
building’s design with complementary design
elements. (Guideline 2.C.3)

Balcony

Mix of projecting and recessed elements

Articulated window features
Buildings should be articulated with a range of
elements to break up blank walls and add
visual interest. (Guideline 2.C.2)
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D. Windows, Doors and building
entries

Do This

Windows and doors help to define the architectural
character of a building while providing daylight to
interior spaces and visual interest to building facades.

1.

Use window and door types with material, shape,
and proportion that complement the architectural
style of the building.

2.

Ensure windows achieve proper vertical and
horizontal alignment along building faces.

3.

Inset windows from building walls to create shade
and shadow detail.

4.

Articulate window with accent trim, sills, kickers,
shutters, window flower boxes, balconies,
canopies, awnings, or trellises authentic to the
architectural style of the building.

5.

Locate windows and skylights to maximize day
lighting and reduce the need for indoor lighting,
and eliminate the ‘lantern effect’.

6.

Provide operable windows wherever possible to
allow for passive ventilation, heating, and cooling.

7.

Design mixed-use development where multiple
uses are proposed in a single building, with
separate convenient entrances for each multifamily unit.

8.

Design each unit’s entry to be easily identifiable
and distinguishable, and locate the primary entry
areas so that they preferably face a public street,
where possible.

9.

Design entries to incorporate two or more of the
following methods:

Not This
Avoid installing
windows without
accentuating trim
features
Commercial use access
Use window styles with details including trim,
shutters, flower boxes, and balconies to articulate
the façade. (Guideline 2.D.4)

Decorative
detailing

Projecting
element

Multi-family
residential use
access

Establish separate entryways for commercial and
residential uses in mixed-use buildings (Guideline 2.D.7)

Change in
wall plane

Use design elements to clearly identify building entries. (Guideline 2.D.9)
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•

front porch;

•

projecting element above the entrance;

•

changes in the roofline, a tower; or

•

a change in the wall plane.

design guidelines
CHAPTER
E. Building Privacy

Do This

In order to further the objective of maximizing privacy
and minimizing the disruption of outdoor activities of
adjacent sites, new projects should design building
elements, including the location of windows and doors,
appropriately.
1.

Locate windows where they will not directly align
with existing neighboring windows, to the extent
feasible for any particular room.

2.

Locate windows away from, or screen windows
from, direct views of private outdoor areas of
neighboring properties.

3.

Locate or screen upper floor balconies and decks
in areas that minimize the loss of privacy for
neighboring properties.

4.

Locate skylights so that they do not result in a
‘lantern effect’ for uphill properties.

5.

Design the height of the structure, its location on
the site, and its architectural elements to avoid
unreasonable impacts to the privacy of adjoining
properties.

6.

Use appropriate landscaping to provide screening
to adjacent developments, as appropriate.
Applicants are not required to unreasonably
compensate for inadequate landscaping on
adjacent sites.

Windows offset
with those of
neighboring
structure

Mitigate second-floor massing and stepbacks to
reduce impacts on the public right-of way and
preserve privacy. (Guideline 2.E.5)

Not This
Windows are
aligned directly
across from those
of neighboring
property

Place windows to avoid direct views into
neighboring buildings. (Guideline 2.E.3)
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F. Materials and Colors
To convey a sense of high quality design and
permanence, building colors and materials shall be
authentic and compatible with the built and natural
environment. The selection and placement of building
materials should provide visual interest at the
pedestrian level. Materials and colors should be used
to enhance a building by adding color, shadows, and
complementary forms.

Use a change in colors and/or materials to
emphasize variation in the wall plane.
(Guideline 2.F.1)
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1.

Design material changes to occur at intersecting
planes, preferably at inside corners of changing
wall planes or where architectural elements
intersect such as a chimney, pilaster, or projection.

2.

Use materials and colors consistent with the
desired architectural character of the building and
neighborhood.

3.

Use materials or colors to enhance different part’s
of a building’s facade.

4.

Design materials and textures to vary between the
base and body of a building to break up large wall
planes and add visual base to the building. Heavier
materials should be used lower on the building
elevation to form the building base.

5.

Utilize quality materials and finishes that are
durable and long-lasting, and are compatible with
the neighborhood.

6.

Natural building materials are preferred over
artificial materials.

7.

Use colors on exterior facades that are
harmonious. Use contrasting colors to accentuate
details such as trim, windows, doors, and key
architectural elements.

8.

Avoid reflective materials (e.g., large expanses of
glass, reflective metal). Materials that emphasize a
large mass are also discouraged (e.g., the over use
of stucco). Consider the creative use of materials
to articulate a building’s façade (e.g., wood siding,
stone).

design guidelines
CHAPTER
3. Transitional Guidelines
Massing, scale, and light access should be addressed
when multi-family projects abut single-family uses.
1.

Consider how the style, massing, rhythm, setbacks,
and materials of new construction may affect the
character of adjacent development.

2.

Ensure that projects built adjacent to existing
lower-scale residential development respect the
scale of adjacent properties. Transitions can be
made by varying the massing within a project,
stepping back upper stories and varying sizes of
elements to transition to smaller-scale buildings
(see the Multi-Family Residential and Mixed-Use
Development Standards regarding height,
stepbacks, and setbacks).

3.

Reflect the transition in use, scale and height for
new projects adjacent to lower density residential
neighborhoods, with design elements such as
porches, roof slope, and architectural features (see
Multi-Family Residential Development Standards
regarding height requirements). Consider trellises,
landscaping, and other features to extend the
living areas toward the street and soften the
transition between the street and the dwelling.

4.

Incorporate landscaping that provides screening
and includes additional trees that are consistent
with the streetscape. Landscaping should be
planned and scaled to complement the existing
adjacent landscaping and building forms.

5.

Verify that fixtures do not cast light directly into
adjacent lower density residential windows or
create a ‘lantern effect’; use a translucent or optical
lens diffuser or fully shielded fixture.

Do This

Stepback to reduce
massing along
property line

Adjacent single-family home

Not This

Unmitigated
massing along
property line

Adjacent single-family home
Mitigate building mass and scale along property lines
shared with single-family residential and other lower-scale
land uses. (Guideline 3.2)
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4. Lighting, Utilities and
ancillary structures

•

Designing for wattage or brightness of the
light fixtures appropriately.

•

Placing lights on timers or motion sensors to
limit their on-time, as appropriate.

•

Illuminate parking lots, pedestrian walkways,
and paseos to ensure safe nighttime
conditions. Bollard-type lighting should be
used within paseos and paths; post-top
streetlights should be used within private
streets.

•

Lighting tree well and landscape and seating
areas, if used, should use low-voltage /
high-efficiency lighting that is effectively
hidden from view.

•

Security lighting fixtures should not project
above the fascia or roofline of the building and
not be substituted for parking lot or walkway
lighting fixtures.

•

The height of lamp poles should be
appropriate in scale to the building or complex
and the surrounding area.

•

Consider use of renewable energy sources for
lighting, such as solar.

A. Lighting
Select and install light fixtures that are fully
shielded and Dark Sky Compiant (Guideline
4.A.1)

Do This
Do This

Ensure that all light fixtures and poles are compatible
with the building’s architectural character. Effective
lighting provides safety and direction for vehicles and
pedestrians, while enhancing architectural building and
landscape details. These guidelines apply to on-site
lighting for parking areas and lights associated with the
building in private development projects. Light types
may include pole lights, spotlighting, wall-mounted
sconces, parking lighting, and landscape lighting.
1.

Not This

Specify exterior lighting fixtures that are Dark Sky
Compliant and are fully shielded.

2.

Design building entrances that are well-lit with
appropriately-scaled light fixtures that
complement the architectural style of building.

3.

Incorporate the latest energy-efficient technology
for directing light and reducing glare.

4.

Ensure lighting levels are sufficient for the safety of
site occupants and visitors but do not spill onto
adjacent properties. Consider the following
measures:
•

Projects within the Miller Avenue character areas
should follow the Miller Avenue Streetscape Plan
for lighting and other street furniture
requirements.

6.

Use lighting that projects a warm color, instead of
a cool lighting color.

7.

Ensure conduits and other lighting infrastructure
are hidden from the public view (i.e. not flushmounted on exterior of buildings).

Siting, directing, and fully shielding light
fixtures to prevent spot lighting, glare, or light
spillage beyond property lines.

Minimize the spill-over of light onto adjacent
properties. (Guideline 4.A.4)
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Multi-family residential and mixed-use design guidelines
CHAPTER
B. Utilities and Ancillary
Structures
All utilities and ancillary structures, whether on the top
or side of a structure, or on the ground, should be
adequately integrated into the development and/or
screened from view. The method of screening shall be
architecturally compatible in terms of materials, color,
form, and size.
1.

Landscape plans should include appropriate
screening for unattractive views of building and
site elements, including but not limited to building
foundations, deck support, trash collection, and/or
parking areas views that cannot be mitigated
through architectural design.

2.

Effectively screen all roof-mounted equipment
through the use of various architectural detailing,
including, but not limited to, roof form, roof screen
walls, decorative parapets, or cornices. Solar
panels should be integrated into roof design, but
do not need to be screened.

3.

4.

Incorporate similar or complementary roof pitch
and materials for ancillary/accessory structures as
the main building(s) within the project.
Place transformers underground, whenever
possible, to maximize safety and minimize visual
impacts. Where this cannot be achieved, they
should be well screened and placed in the rear or
side yard area minimizing visibility from public
rights of way. Utilities must be undergrounded
where feasible (e.g., where light poles are on or
adjacent to the property). Existing overhead
utilities are encouraged to be undergrounded.

5.

Locate mechanical equipment including gas and
electrical meters, cable boxes, junction boxes, and
irrigation controllers within a utility room, along
with the fire riser and roof access ladder. Where
this cannot be achieved, they should be designed
as an integral part of the building on a rear or side
elevation and screened from public view.

6.

Do not locate double detector check valve
assemblies (backflow preventers) for landscape
irrigation and domestic water in visually prominent
locations, such as the end of drive aisles or at site
entries. They must also be well screened with
shrubs, berming, or low screen walls.

Do This

Raised parapet
screens roofmounted equipment
from public view.

Screen equipment located on the ground with fence and/
or landscape treatments. (Guideline 4.B.4)

Not This
Mill Valley Municipal Code 20.60.060 - Height Limits
- Exceptions
“Church spires, belfries, cupolas and domes,
observation towers, distribution and transmission
towers, flag poles, radio towers, masts and aerials,
elevator penthouses, chimneys and other accessory
units mounted on buildings shall not exceed 10 feet
above the height limit for said building.”

Roof-mounted equipment should be effectively
screened from public view. (Guideline 4.B.2)
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7.

Paint all vents, gutters, downspouts, flashing, and
electrical panels to match the surface to which
attached, unless used as a major design element,
in which case the color is to be consistent with the
overall color scheme of the building(s).

8.

Design gutters and downspouts to integrate with
the building (s) façade, and not appear as a “tacked
on” afterthought.

9.

Design and integrate trash enclosures into the site
plan and design, and consider the following:
•

Enclosures shall be located away from
adjacent residential uses where feasible to
minimize nuisances to neighboring properties;

•

Enclosures shall be separated from adjacent
parking stalls;

•

Design trash enclosures with similar finishes,
materials, and details as the primary
building(s) within the project area and should
be screened with landscaping;

Trash areas should be appropriately integrated into
site design. (Guideline 4.B.8)

•

72

Provide roof or trellis structures over trash
enclosures;
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•

Chain link fencing and gates with wood slats
shall not be used;

•

Enclosures should be unobtrusive and
conveniently located for trash disposal by
tenants and collection by service vehicles; and

•

Where feasible, a pedestrian entrance to the
trash enclosure shall be provided so that the
large access doors do not have to be opened
as often.

10. Design carports, detached garages, and other
ancillary structures as an integral part of the
development. They should not dominate the street
scene.
11. Design common mailbox enclosures to be similar
or complementary in form, material, and color to
the surrounding residential buildings.
12. In residential mixed-use development, loading and
delivery areas should be carefully designed and
integrated into the site plan and located at the side
or rear of the site. Design these areas to provide
clear access for service vehicles while minimizing
circulation conflicts with other site uses, including
tenant access. These areas shall be screened with
screen walls and/or mature vegetation where
possible, to reduce the visual impact both on site
and onto adjacent properties.

SITE PLANNING +CHAPTER
DESIGN
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