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Hold a public hearing and consider a recommendation to the City Council regarding 
text amendments to Chapters 3 and 4 of the San Marcos Development Code and to 
Appendix A, Article 1 of the Design Manual, that, among other things,  would update 
provisions concerning nonconforming streetscapes, the Character District 5 
Downtown description, the minimum two story building height in downtown, and the 
downtown architectural design standards and guidelines related to varied massing, 
transparency, blank wall area, expression elements, building elements, and 
contextual height stepdown (A. Villalobos)
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Downtown Design Standards and Guidelines 
Update



About the Update
2012:
• City adopted design standards and guidelines

• Used when reviewing new development in the 
downtown area

Aquabrew

Cheatham Street Flats
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Focus of 2020 update: (as authorized by Council)
• Include new standards to address design issues 

identified by the community

• Incorporate new graphics to clearly illustrate the 
standards and guidelines

• Tailor standards and guidelines to various contexts 
within downtown



About the Update

Key topics to be addressed:
• Massing of larger buildings to promote compatibility with 

traditional downtown scale
• Articulation of facades 
• Building materials
• Street level design that promotes a sense of place and 

activates the public realm
• Transitions from high density zones to sensitive edges

North Street

Sanctuary Lofts

The Local
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Project Process To-Date
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Project Timeline To-Date

Initial 
Outreach

April – July
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DecemberAugust - Nov Dec - Jan Feb - March

Draft 
Recommendation 

Development

Present Draft 
Recommendation

Document
Production

Adoption 
Process

• Kickoff Survey
• Workshops
• Website
• PR

• Analysis of 
public/policy input

• Writing Code

• Workshops
• PR
• Survey

• Analysis of 
public/policy input

• Code Revisions

• Adoption 
meetings/ 
presentations



Past Project Outreach

• 3 Virtual Focus Group Meetings (April)
• Historic Preservation Commission and Heritage 

Association
• Main Street Advisory Board and Downtown 

Design Task Force
• Downtown Association Board

• Online Community Kickoff Survey (May)
• Virtual Joint PZ/CC Workshop (June)
• Virtual Community Workshop (July)
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Initial Project Development Public Draft Review (December)

• Joint Virtual Focus Group Meetings
• Virtual Community Workshop
• Virtual Joint PZ/CC Workshop
• December Follow-up Survey



Common Feedback
• Reference to and compatibility 

with historic buildings
• Designed for San Marcos
• Incorporate more effective 

transitions to residential areas
• More appropriate massing and 

articulation
• Designing for the pedestrian –

activated street, incorporating 
shade, creating outdoor spaces
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Topics Outside Project Scope
• Parking

• Parking requirements
• High minimums create large buildings

• Structured parking
• Building a parking garage is difficult for lots with the maximum 100’ width (Neighborhood 

Transitions section)

• Right-of-Way (ROW)
• Giving space for cars, not pedestrians 

• Note that we address activation, but not the ROW component of this topic

• Gateways
• Some discussion of emphasizing gateways as people approach downtown
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Recommendations to Standards 
(Development Code)
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Presentation Layout

Indicate Joint City Council / Planning Commission Direction
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Present the code topic

Provide context behind the topic

Summary of the recommended change

Snapshot of redline or image

Indicate page number



Section 3.8.1.3.B.1 Nonconforming Streetscapes
Code Context: New development must install 
public sidewalks and public planting areas with 
street trees.

Recommended Change:
• Small text change here to ensure that a 

forecourt can be counted towards the 
required planting area on a site

• Note that this is information for the 
administrative approval process of a 
nonconforming streetscape

113:55

REDLINE

1. Reduce or eliminate 
planting area or consider 
counting a forecourt in a new 
development towards the 
required planting area.

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section 4.4.3.14 Character District – 5D

Code Context: Each zoning district has a 
“General Description”

Recommended Changes:
• Update the text to emphasize historical 

development patterns
• Final Draft Change: Footnote to clarify 

how setback requirements and forecourts 
work together

124:92 – 4:93

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section 4.4.6.14 Building Types – Mixed Use Shopfront
Code Context: includes standards for 
building design

Recommended Changes:
• Transparency
• Ground Story Height

Final Draft Changes:
• Ground Story Height – removed 

maximum 
• Upper Story Transparency – increased 

the maximum from 35% to 45%

134:110 – 4:111

MIXED USE SHOPFRONT IMAGE 
FROM CODE

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section 4.3.4.4. Minimum Two-Story Requirement
Code Context: CD-5D zoning requires 
buildings be at least two-story (or that the 
first floor be 24’ in height)

Recommended Changes
• Text primarily remains the same
• Alternative Compliance Section

• Questions added to help staff / 
Commission determine if allowing a 
portion of the building to be one-story 
is appropriate for the context and 
proposed building use. 

144:28 – 4:29

Consider:
• If the proposal includes a one-story 

portion, is this portion being used to 
transition to a neighborhood context?

• Does the one-story portion have a 
specific use that is best served by a 
one story in height?

• Is the location appropriate for just 
one story?

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote

EXCERPT FROM REDLINE



Section 4.3.4.7 Varied Massing Requirement

Code Context: Required in CD-5D zoning 
for buildings taller than 3 stories and 60 feet 
in width.

Final Draft Changes:
• Edits to models
• Changes to text for each of the three 

options to clarify the requirements

154:29 – 4:30

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
• Model edits needed for Option 3

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section 4.3.4.7 Varied Massing Requirement

164:29 – 4:30

REDLINE
Option 1:  A minimum of 40% of the 
building façade over 3 stories in height 
shall be set back a minimum of 20’ from 
the front property line.

Option 2:  A minimum of 50% of the 
building façade over 3 stories in height 
shall be set back a minimum of 15’ from 
the front property line.

Option 3:  A minimum of 40% of the 
building façade over 3 stories is stepped 
back a minimum of 15’ from the property 
line and a forecourt is incorporated (see 
Forecourt standards in Table 1.3.

UPDATED OPTION 3 MODEL



Section 4.3.5.2 Transparency

Code Context: This section provides 
standards for windows.

Recommended Changes
• Remove “Ground Floor” in the title 
• Added standards to ensure sight lines are 

maintained from the street into buildings to 
see activity and business

• Defined how transparency is measured on 
upper stories

• Added new graphic

174:31 – 4:32

REDLINE
Intent:
These requirements aim to ensure sight 
lines from the sidewalk to the goods and 
services provided inside the property. 
General Requirements:
The minimum percentage of windows that 
must cover upper story facades is measured 
between the top of the floor plate of the 
upper story and the bottom of the ceiling 
structure.
Clear glazing must have a visible 
transmittance rate of 0.5 or greater to 
count towards the transparency 
requirements

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section 4.3.5.3 Blank Wall Area
Code Context: Building exteriors must 
incorporate various building elements to reduce 
the amount of blank walls.

Recommended Changes
• Language added to the Alternative 

Compliance section that references the 
importance of guidance and examples 
provided in the Design Manual related to 
the following: 

• Ground Level Design 
• Varied Massing Requirements 
• Expression Elements 
• Building Materials
• Four-Sided Design

184:32 – 4:33

REDLINE
Defined:

3. Four-Sided Design: Ensure a pedestrian-
oriented environment around all four sides 
of a building by designing a building to 
minimize the blank wall space and include 
architectural detail, although the degree of 
detail may vary depending on the location 
of a wall.

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote
Blank 

Wall Area

Blank 
Wall 
Area



Section 4.3.5.4 Expression Elements
Code Context: Expression Elements 
are used to satisfy the blank wall area 
requirements (cornice, wall notch, 
expression lines, etc.)

Recommended Changes
• Increase number of required 

Expression Elements
• Added language to the Alternative 

Compliance Section regarding 
substitution of expression 
elements

• Diagram updates

194:33 – 4:35

City Council / PZ Workshop Direction:
• Require more expression elements to be used 

Final Draft Changes:
• Increased (even more) requirements on how 

many expression elements must be used (based 
on wall length)

• Provided additional detail about Alternative 
Compliance

• Split vertical and horizontal expression elements 
• Provided additional detail in standards for each 

expression element
 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section 4.3.5.4 Expression Elements

204:33 – 4:35

Changes in Final Draft, continued:
• Edits to models – divided between vertical and horizontal expression lines

Horizontal 
Expression 

Lines

Horizontal Expression Line Cornice Varied Parapet Height

Vertical 
Expression 

Lines
Vertical Expression Line Wall Notch Wall Offset



Table 4.14 Building Elements: Forecourt
Code Context: Building Elements, such as a 
forecourt, are used to satisfy the blank wall area 
requirements.

Recommended Changes
• Updated definition for this Building Element
• Updated standard based on historic precedent 

– forecourt can be no more than one-third 
building length or no more than 50’ long

• New model for this Building Element that 
corresponds with the updated standard

• References to Design Manual models 
illustrating how to maintain the street wall 
along a forecourt

214:38

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote

MODEL FOR A FORECOURT



Table 4.14 Building Elements: Rooftop Amenity/Deck

Recommended Changes
• Definition and model added to the Building 

Elements Table
• Building Code standards also apply
• Changes in Final Draft:

• Added standards regarding:
• Setbacks for different frontages
• Railings and their transparency
• Referenced review by the Historic 

Preservation Commission where 
needed

224:39

City Council / PZ Workshop Discussion:
• Discussed rooftop gardens / green roofs

• Ensure visual includes “setback”

• Additional requirements for a “setback”

• Allowed for both residential and commercial uses

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section 4.3.5.6 Durable Building Material Area

Code Context: The city can regulate 
building materials only in certain instances / 
geographic locations based on the Texas 
Legislature updates.

Recommended Changes
• Update Alternative Compliance language
• Changes in Final Draft:

• Moved “a combination of glass and steel 
framework” from Primary to Secondary 
building material

234:40 – 4:41

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
Review glass and steel materials

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section 4.3.6.1.C Neighborhood Transitions Standards: 
Contextual Height Stepdown

24 The “Contextual Height Stepdown Map in and 
around Downtown San Marcos” was expanded.

4:42 – 4:49



Code Context: Various “transition” 
standards are required between higher 
density new development and existing 
“sensitive” and/or residential sites.

Notes 
• This section will move to be right 

after the “Durable Material Area” 
section to keep the standards 
together 

• Focus for these recommendations is 
on the Contextual Height Stepdown 
standards

Section 4.3.6.1.C Neighborhood Transitions Standards: 
Contextual Height Stepdown

254:42 – 4:49

City Council / PZ Workshop Discussion:
• Combine options to provide stronger 

standards

• Ensure there are still multiple options

• Consensus to increase stepback (12’ to 25’)

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Adjacent to a Sensitive Site

264:44 – 4:47

Changes in Final Draft:
• Slightly changed options
• Annotated models 

correspond to a new table 
(Development Code, page 
4:44)

Option 1



Adjacent to a Sensitive 
Site

274:44 – 4:47

Changes in Final Draft:
• Slightly changed options
• Annotated models 

correspond to a new table 
(Development Code, page 
4:44)

Option 3

Option 2



Across the street or alley 
from a Sensitive Site

284:47 – 4:48

Changes in Final Draft:
• New diagram indicating the area of a 

new development subject to a 
sensitive site

• Slightly changed options

Area of a New Development 
Subject to a Sensitive Site

Width of a Sensitive Site

Width of additional area to a sensitive 
site requirements

Depth of area subject to a sensitive site 
requirements



Across the street or alley from 
a Sensitive Site

294:47 – 4:48

Changes in Final Draft:
• New diagram indicating the area of 

a new development subject to a 
sensitive site

• Slightly changed options

Option 1

Option 2

Option 3Sensitive Site
Sensitive Site

Sensitive Site



Recommendations to Guidelines 
(Design Manual)

30



Introduction to 
Recommendations
• Design Manual is used as supplement 

to the Development Code:
• Advisory information
• Part of design / permit review by staff
• Part of design review for an alternative 

compliance process by Planning 
Commission or City Council, as applicable

31



Sections A.1.2.1 & A.1.2.2 – Design Principles
Section Background: This section outlines 
fundamental principles for changes/improvements in CD-
5 and CD-5D.

Recommended Changes
• Existing design principles are kept

• New principles added, which are taken from the key 
themes heard during the first round of outreach 

• Design Excellence
• Contribute to a sense of place
• Establish a sense of visual continuity 
• Implement appropriate transitions and transition areas

32A:2 – A:3

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.3.1 Description of 
Context Areas
Section Background: This section 
outlines characteristics of the various 
“contexts” in downtown.
Recommended Changes
• Edits to the purpose statement 
• New design context descriptions
• Renamed Design Contexts
• Changes in Final Draft:

• Went back to original Design Context 
names

• Slight boundary changes

33A:4 – A:7

City Council / PZ Workshop Discussion:
• Concern with “West Downtown” and “South 

Downtown”

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided

Residential / 
Transition Edge

Approach



Section A.1.3.2 Design Traditions
Recommended Changes
• Description added, along with annotated diagrams and images
• Emphasize and provide guidance for new buildings on historical 

building design downtown

34A:8 – A:9

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Table 1.1 “Height Strategy by Context” (Section A.1.4.1)
Section Background: This table should 
be used when analyzing requests for 
additional height through an Alternative 
Compliance.

Recommended Changes:
• Updates design context names and 

language in some contexts
• Edits to ensure compatibility with historic 

buildings
• Changes in Final Draft:

• Went back to original Design 
Context names

35A:10 – A:11

Summary:
University Edge – Ensure a transition in height to 
the Downtown Historic District.
Downtown Core – Height should be compatible 
with Downtown Historic buildings.

Residential / Transition Edge – Buildings height 
should be in scale with adjacent residential uses.

Transit Neighborhood: Allow for variety and 
creativity in design.

Approach: Buildings here should celebrate 
community heritage.

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section 4.1.4.2 Varied 
Massing Requirement

Section Background: This section 
supplements the Development Code 
Varied Massing requirements.

Recommended Changes
• Title changed from “Varied Upper 

Floor Massing Requirement” to 
expand the area this addresses

• Provides new illustrations for Varied 
Massing requirement as well as 
additional guidelines

36A:11 – A:12



Section A.1.4.3 Expression 
Elements
Section Background: This section 
supplements the Development Code 
Expression Elements

Recommended Changes:
• Additional illustrations 
• Alternative compliance options (Secondary 

Expression Elements)

• Changes in Final Draft:
• Split Vertical & Horizontal elements to reflect 

changes to Development Code

37A:13 – A:16

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
• Require more expression elements to 

be used 

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section A.1.4.3 Expression Elements

38A:13 – A:16

Primary (Vertical) Elements Primary (Horizontal) Elements Secondary Elements



Section A.1.4.4 
Expression – Four 
Sided Design

• Convey a sense of human scale in 
massing and detailing

• Have a high level of visual interest
• Invite pedestrian activity
• Provide views into interior 

functions

39A:17 – A:18

• Provides additional detail 
about how the varied massing 
and expression requirements 
can be applied on each side of 
a building

• Convey a sense of human scale in 
massing and detailing

• Have a high level of visual interest

• Be compatible with pedestrian 
activity in the area PZ/CC Workshop: 

Thumbs Up Vote

High Priority Walls should:

Pedestrian-Friendly Walls 
should:



Section A.1.4.5 Views
• Supplement to the varied massing 

requirements
• Illustrates how to design a building to 

preserve views to important buildings
• Changes in Final Draft:

• New overarching view guideline that 
addresses diversity in types of views and 
view targets

• Checkmarks and X’s added to existing 
views table for clarity

• Accompanying views memo to address the 
need for further study

40A:19 – A:22

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
• Interest in a variety of view-related topics

• More in-depth study and guidance needed



41

X X

A:19 – A:22

Panoramic View

Framed  View with 
Buildings

Atrium View

Framed View with 
Landscaping

NEW TABLE ADDED:



Section A.1.4.5 
Neighborhood Transitions

• Provides considerations (in text and 
illustrations) for designing a 
transition from higher density to 
residential

• Additional information for 
Neighborhood Transitions section 
can be found in the Development 
Code

42A:23 – A:26

Landscape Buffer

Landscape Buffer

Parking divided into pods

Garages, spaced to 
relate to 
residential 
patterns

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.7 Building Materials

• Guidelines to provide considerations on 
how to apply building materials, NOT 
what materials are permitted

• Table provides visual examples of 
materials that could be used downtown, 
with suggestions on where they’re most 
appropriate

• Graphics on next slide

43A:27 – A:30

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.7 Building 
Materials

44A:27 – A:30

Excerpt of materials from 
Design Manual Table 1.7:
• Brick
• Concrete
• Stone

Appropriate in 
all contexts as 

primary and 
secondary 

material.

Appropriate as primary 
material in the 

University Edge & 
Transit Neighborhood.

Appropriate as 
secondary material in 

all contexts

Appropriate in all 
contexts as 

primary and 
secondary 

material.

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.7 Building 
Materials

45A:27 – A:30

Appropriate 
as a secondary 
material in all 

contexts

Appropriate as a primary 
material and secondary 

material in the Residential 
/ Transition Edge and 

along sensitive edges in 
the Approach

Appropriate as 
a secondary 

material in all 
contexts

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
• Differentiating between types of siding
• Concern about too much glass and 

metal

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided

Excerpt of materials from 
Design Manual Table 1.7:
• Stucco
• Special Masonry
• Siding
• Changes in Final Draft:

Added some new language to the “Siding” 
category to further clarify



Section A.1.4.7 Building 
Materials

46A:27 – A:30

Excerpt of materials from 
Design Manual Table 1.7:
• Glass
• Metal

Appropriate as 
a secondary 

material in all 
contexts

Appropriate as 
a secondary 

material in all 
contexts

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.8 Design Options for a 
Pedestrian-Friendly Ground Floor
• Guidelines and illustrations to show how a ground 

floor should be designed downtown
• To be applied in conjunction with Blank Wall 

standards in the Development Code
• Design Manual includes 5 Options:

• Windows
• Display Areas
• Canopy/awning
• Wall Art
• Planters/landscaping

47A:31 – A:32

Example of a 
Canopy/Awning 
Design option to 
create a 
pedestrian 
friendly ground 
floor. 

 PZ/CC Workshop: Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.9 Strategies to Define the Street 
Wall of a Forecourt

• Guidelines and illustrations 
to show 3 design options for 
a forecourt edge

• To be applied in conjunction 
with Forecourt Building 
Element standards in the 
Development Code

• Changes in Final Draft:
• Edits to models

48A:33

City Council / PZ 
Workshop Discussion:
• Models don’t reflect San 

Marcos context

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided

Colonnade
/ Arcade

Planters

Site Wall



Section A.1.4.10 
Improving an Existing 
Front Setback
• Text and models added
• Guidance for additions to 

existing buildings

• Changes in Final Draft:
• Edits to models

49A:34 – A:35

City Council / PZ Workshop 
Discussion:
• Models don’t reflect San Marcos context

Landscape and pedestrian accessHardscaped frontage + 
outdoor dining

Design elements + 
outdoor product display

Conditioned transparent enclosure

Building Expansion

 PZ/CC Workshop: Direction provided



Section A.1.4.11 
Ways to Create and 
Activate Outdoor 
Space
• Models to show where outdoor 

space can be located on a site
• Models to illustrate how existing 

setbacks and outdoor space can 
be activated

• Provides guidance for 
incremental development or 
additions to existing buildings 
downtown outlined in the 
“Nonconforming Build-To” 
Requirements of the 
Development Code.

50A:36 – A:37

Alley accessed parking and landscape 
treatments

Shared PlazaPedestrian Pass-Through and Forecourt

Corner Forecourt / Plaza Treatments

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.12 Connectivity

• Guidelines (text and 
model) to provide 
additional information 
about providing 
pedestrian pathways 
through sites, 
especially for large 
new developments 

51A:38

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.13 Working 
with Topography

• Guidelines (text and images) to 
explain how to design a building 
to consider the topography and 
minimize large foundation walls 
and difficult to navigate building 
entrances

52A:38 – A:39

This image is 
inappropriate because a 

pedestrian scale is not 
maintained

Design a building to 
step with the existing 

topography of a site

Integrate the elements 
of a building facade to 

respond to the changes 
in topography

 PZ/CC Workshop: 
Thumbs Up Vote



Section A.1.4.14 
Strategies for Activating 
Street Frontages

• Provides visual 
suggestions for how 
buildings (existing or 
new) set back from 
the property line can 
activate their 
frontage

53A:40

Landscaping

Arcade

Outdoor 
Dining



54

The Planning and Zoning Commission shall make a recommendation regarding the text 
amendment(s) to the City Council. The Planning and Zoning Commission may recommend 
approval, approval with conditions, or denial of the text amendment to this 
Development Code.

Staff recommends approval of the proposed Development Code and Design Manual text 
amendments as presented.

Staff Recommendation

Key Dates:
• February 9 - Planning and Zoning Commission Consideration (Today)
• February 16 – City Council Work Session
• March 2 – City Council 1st Reading
• March 16 – City Council Final Consideration
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