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As past studies have concluded, housing is critical to growth in the 
downtown.  The “Downtown Salinas Revitalization Report” prepared 
by the Urban Design Associates August 12, 2009, provides the graphic 
below to illustrate the point.  

The yellow color represents existing 
residential units in the downtown. 
In the report it was observed that 
“although residential neighborhoods 
surround the study area, downtown 
housing is sparse”. In conclusion, the 
study recommended 750 new market 
rate housing units in the form of 
condominiums and apartments in the 
downtown. Encouraging mixed-use 
developments downtown that include 
new housing is important. 

Fixing the “housing desert” has many benefits to the downtown 
that includes a direct lift to retail and turning the district into a 24/7 
operation.  This lift will also attract more retail, help fill vacancies, and 
fill the need for a new grocery store.  Market rate housing is desirable 
for retail businesses because occupants generally have more disposable 
income to spend locally. Housing can also benefit downtown workers 
who desire to live nearby. Urban infill of this nature is consistent with 
Smart Growth Policies and the City’s General Plan.

Housing developments that 
are heavily subsidized with 
restricted affordable rents 
have provided the only  
housing units built in and 
around downtown in the past 
sixteen years.  The table to 
the right highlights those units 
built with redevelopment and 
other subsidies.

Beginning with the General Plan, adopted in 2002, and in a subsequent 
“Downtown Rebound” planning program in 2006, land use policies 
and regulations have favored housing development in the downtown, 
with higher densities and relaxed open space, unit type, and parking 
requirements compared with the rest of the city.  Within existing 
commercial buildings, the “Downtown core” regulations also allow 
conversion of commercial to residential use with no parking or 
open space requirements.  The City also developed a “single room 
occupancy”, or “SRO” ordinance to allow even higher densities 
for very small, “single occupant” units.  However, a review of the 
land use policies in the City indicates that these favorable housing 
policies may not be enough. Because parcels in the downtown are 
generally very small, requirements for parking and open space for 
each individual development site may be difficult to satisfy. Instead, if 
these requirements can be “bundled” and addressed collectively rather 
than on a parcel by parcel basis, there would be a lot more flexibility 
in developing market rate housing.  This could be accomplished, as 
an example, by taking a City surface lot and producing two levels of 
parking, with open space on the second story roof top.  The developers 
building housing on the adjacent lots would be able to rely on this open 
space and parking and reduce their individual requirements.

Housing densities and the height of buildings is liberal at the 
Downtown’s core, but less so two to three blocks from the Main Street.  
Extending these housing densities and building heights out from the core 
to include parts of East and West Market Streets, John Street, Lincoln 
Avenue and Pajaro Street would more than double the opportunities to 
build high density housing in our urban core this will require a General 
Plan Amendment.

Numerous smart growth studies have provided demographics showing 
a high demand for housing from “empty nesters” and from Millennium 
singles and couples.  These are smaller one and two bedroom spaces, 
where  convenient location is driving the demand.  If development could 
occur that allows one bedroom and studio apartments these numerous 
amenities exist within walking distance, then market rate housing might 
be more incentivized to develop downtown.

Other impediments include impact fees, school fees and storm water 
retention requirements (National Pollution Discharge Elimination 
Systems).  Not all of these requirements are City controlled.

The City’s Inclusionary Housing Ordinance is another factor in this 
market rate housing formula.  The current ordinance requires that when 
market rate housing is developed (for projects 10 units and larger), 
that a portion of the units be set aside as affordable for lower income 
residents.  This greatly reduces the profitability of the development, 
particularly for smaller projects.  It has also been pointed out in this 
study that the downtown has already accommodated a large number  of 
affordable housing units, and there are fewer and fewer opportunity sites 
to build any kind of  housing in the downtown.  It has been argued in 
other cities that downtown areas should be exempt from the inclusionary 
housing altogether.  If the City cannot exempt the downtown from this 
inclusionary requirement, it has the justification to propose a waiver 
in the downtown until such as time that the ratio of new housing units 
reaches a balance between affordable and market rate.  As the City 
updates its Inclusionary Housing Ordinance in 2015, these are some 
of the special considerations that should be made for the downtown 
and perhaps elsewhere in the City where affordable housing has been 
concentrated.   

Concurrently, the General Plan Housing Element is also being updated, 
which provides further opportunities for achieving a balance of housing 
for all income types in the downtown. The catalyst sites have identified a 
potential for at least 230 market rate housing units:

• 130 on Monterey Street
• 40 at the ITC
• 60 adjacent to Government Center on Lincoln Avenue

Many other possibilities exist, and the target for full-build out is between 
650 and 700 units.

In summary, there is no single land use or other policy that will promote 
housing in the downtown, but downtown housing opportunities, 
particularly those that promote market rate housing, should be 
paramount in evaluating and modifying all City policies.  The changes 
referenced in this section should be strongly considered for gathering 
more people and creating a larger residential  community in the city’s 
center.  This mass of people will stabilize the downtown’s economy 
and create a demand for new and exciting amenities.  People will bring 
vibrancy.

Property Name Property Address
Total
Units

Single Room
Occupancy

(SRO)

Studio
(S)

1
Bedroom

(1B)

2
Bedroom

(2B)

3
Bedroom

(3B)

No. of
Agency

Restricted
Units

Income Level
Year

Constructed
Affordability

Term
Restricted
ExpirationVery

Low
Low Mod.

Central City Project Area
Plaza Grande 50 E Main St 95 95 45 45 0 0 2003 40 years 12/1/2043
Forester Building 369 Main St 10 8  2 10 0 0 10 2000 20 years 4/12/2020
Pajaro Triplex 139 Pajaro St 3 3 3 0 3 0 1996 30 years 5/6/2026
Lupine Gardens 118 E Alisal St 20 20 20 20 0 0 2006 30 years 8/8/2036
California House 436 California St 8 3  5 8 8 0 0 2002 30 years 7/3/2032
Soledad House 439 Soledad St 8 8 8 8 0 0 2000 30 years 12/14/2030
Tynan Village 323 Front St 171 8 25 32 8 83 33 0 50 2008
Gateway 25 Lincoln St 52 52 28 14 10 2012 55 years 8/28/1905

Total 367 123 71 32 35 8 177 142 17 70

The questions then remain: Why hasn’t market rate housing been considered in downtown, and how can incentives be created to make it happen?

5.3 housing in the downtown

table 5-1 housing units built in or near downtown 
between 1996 and 2013
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The following recommendations are made in an effort to facilitate 
downtown development. These recommendations are focused on 
improving development approvals. The extent to which the development 
approval process is viewed as being quicker, more predictable, and 
less risky relative to other places will influence developers’ decisions to 
invest in downtown projects. 

The recommendations are made based on review of the Zoning Codes, 
observations from two case studies, and Downtown Stakeholder Team 
input.

• Priority should be given to attracting and processing quickly
and efficiently approvals for downtown projects that add
residential, professional employment, targeted retail, and fill
vacant building spaces.

• City and County owned surface parking lots should be rezoned
from Public/Semipublic to Mixed-Use or Mixed Arterial
Frontage to increase their value as potential redevelopment
sites.

• Promote a “can do” culture within the Community and
Economic Development Department that helps developers
deliver new projects in downtown.

• Provide a five-year waiver of the inclusionary housing
ordinance as it applies to Downtown until at least 230 units of
market rate housing are built or entitled. Once this threshold is
reached, evaluate parameters and consider incentives to build
another 500 market rate unites.

• In addition to expedited permit processing, consider other
incentives for attracting Priority Development Projects.

• Reduction in Development Impact Fees, waiver, or a
referral. And conduct a nexus study to show that sufficient
infrastructure exists downtown to justify the change.

• Develop a means of clearly communicating zoning
requirements for the downtown area to prospective developers.
This could take the form of a consolidated code for the
downtown area, or “Cliff Notes” approach. However presented,
this effort would provide simplified guidance on how to apply
the several applicable Zoning Code sections to a development
proposal in the downtown area. This would reduce the
potential for applicants to misinterpret the code, and save City
staff time in project review.

• In several areas the codes are not immediately clear.
For example, it was unclear if the residential code
section is applicable to residential uses within mixed-
use buildings. The applicability of yard setbacks for
mixed-use buildings with residential components
was also unclear. It would be useful if the City issued
publicly available official interpretations for code
sections for which questions of interpretation have
arisen.

• The Zoning  Code currently provides incentives for
selecting mixed-use development over single-use
development, such as reduced open space and
parking requirements. The code includes additional
incentives for particular emphasis within a mixed-use
development; however, at least in the case of parking,
this additional incentive appears to match the standard
regulatory requirement, so does not provide a bone
fide incentive. These additional incentives should be
reviewed in the context of the downtown core overlay
standards and adjusted to provide valuable incentives.

• Expand the additional incentives to encompass the
preservation and rehabilitation of historic structures. Means of
off-setting engineering costs (such as for seismic retrofitting)
of historic buildings should be explored.

• A shortage of on-site parking is likely to be a common issue
with downtown development, and a district-wide approach to
providing parking is recommended.

• The applicability of parking standards should be
clarified, and consolidated standards applicable within
each of the downtown areas should be provided
(Downtown Core and Downtown Neighborhood). An

across-the-board reduction and some type of in-lieu 
provision should be provided for both new construction 
and rehabilitation or reuse of existing buildings. 

• If a parking fee program is developed, the City should
consider incentives or compensation for projects that
develop excess parking capacity that is available to
other sites.

• The parking structure design guidelines laudably aim to
protect a pedestrian-oriented streetscape; however, this
objective could still be achieved with some relaxation
in standards that would make development of parking
structures easier. As examples, partial screening of
ground floor parked cars, or partial intermixing of
ground-floor uses could substantially reduce adverse
streetscape effects of a parking garage. Standard
parking lots require an eight-foot landscape area
fronting on streets, while there are no landscaping
requirements associated with parking structures. A
revised landscape standard, applying more uniformly,
and stressing quality of screening over a fixed minimum
width could better achieve objectives. Another approach
to achieve adequate structured parking would be to
establish parameters under which for relaxed frontage
and visibility regulations could be applied at limited
locations; those parking areas should dispersed to
carefully selected peripheral locations that do not
disrupt the pedestrian environment and provide
convenient access to or from major entry streets; and
should be allowed only when physical constraints (such
as inadequate depth to allow double-loaded parking)
exist.

• Implement an Enhanced Infrastructure District that re-
establishes tax increment financing within downtown to help
off-set developer impact fees and to pay for new infrastructure
in the catalyst sites.

Citygate Associates, the City and Chamber’s Building Development Committee conducted an assessment of the City of Salinas Community and 
Economic Development Department in October of 2013 with the goal of designing a forward-looking Strategic Action Plan for improvements 
in the Department. In general, Citygate observed that the Department is in a good position to commit to continuous improvement and the 
Department has an opportunity to get out ahead of the uptick in building and development activity. Suggestions made in this report that could 
have a big impact on downtown development include the employment of “investment thinking” rather than “reactive thinking”; to get out 
ahead of demand and reach out to developers and builders to fine-tune permit activity projections. It was also suggested to utilize Determinate 
Processing Agreements for high priority projects and for customers that have a history of performance issues. 

Zoning Districts

R-L-5.5   Residential Low Density 
R-M-2.9  Residential Medium Density
R-H-1.8   Residential High Density
CO/R      Commercial Office / Residential
CO           Commercial Office
CR          Commercial Retail
MX         Mixed Use
MAF        Mixed Arterial Frontage
IGC        Industrial - General Commercial
PS           Public /  Semipublic
P              Parks

5.4 streamlining development approvals
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The health and sustainability of downtown retail is a key measure of the 
success of the Vibrancy Plan.  Presently, many businesses are struggling 
to make profits and many storefronts are vacant.  Furthermore, many 
potential customers don’t shop or eat downtown, due to a variety of 
impediments.  

The Vibrancy Plan addresses a number of factors that should improve 
the vitality of shops and restaurants, including expanding the customer 
base and removing barriers that influence customers desire to shop 
downtown.  Another critical component in attracting customers is 
through expanding and aligning businesses to respond to consumer 
needs.

Summary
Change is occurring in downtown Salinas that will help to transform the area into a vibrant center for the city. The Taylor Farms’ headquarters 
and Intermodal Transportation Center investments are dramatic examples of positive change. On the heels of these two big investments, this 
chapter presented some creative ideas for redevelopment in five catalyst areas in downtown. These areas were developed during the planning 
process by the Downtown Stakeholder Team with input from the public. The basis of these ideas followed the following priorities for stimulating 
economic development.

• Create development catalyst sites
• Create a strong job base around Government Center
• Add residential development
• Streamline the development approval process
• Increase the profitability and sustainability of retail businesses

Recommendations
1. The following types of developments (listed in order of priority) should be aggressively targeted and given special considerations in processing for

City approvals:
• Residential development (market rate or upscale)
• Entertainment, multigenerational, or destination retail
• Urban grocery store and other targeted retail use
• Office and mixed-use buildings that accommodate professionals
• Projects that fill vacant space on or near Main Street

2. Create catalyst sites by repurposing City surface parking lots to structured parking and/or redevelopment sites.  Rezone sites to allow mixed-use
in order to increase the value of the property to prospective developers.

3. Encourage and promote a “can do” attitude within the Community and Economic Development Departments that helps to deliver new projects
downtown.

4. Publish a summary sheet (“Cliff Notes” style) for prospective developers to assist in their interpretation of zoning and development regulations
and/or amend unclear zoning regulations.

5. Provide appropriate and effective incentives to attract priority developments to downtown.  These incentives could include some or all of the
following:

• Waiver from participation in the City’s Inclusionary Housing program as it applies to downtown until at least 230 units of market rate
housing are built or entitled

• Reductions in traffic development impact fees for infill projects
• Take advantage of Environmental Impact Analysis streamlining for Urban Infill and Transit Oriented Development projects
• Combine the work required under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) for the implementation of the Environmental

Development Element (EDE) and that required for the implementation of the vibrancy plan under one study
• Reduced parking requirements; use of shared parking over multiple properties; and payment of fees in lieu of providing on site parking
• Relief from on-site open space requirements, where suitable parks and plazas are nearby
• Implement an Enhanced Infrastructure District to re-establish tax increment financing within downtown

Downtown
Retail

Businesses

Customer
Base

SALES

SALES

Downtown
Retail

Businesses

Customer
Base

SALES

SALES

Expand and Align Businesses to Match Consumer Needs
• Add competition - fill vacant storefronts
• Diversify business choices
• Extend hours of operation
• Increase advertising

and promotion
• Enhance facades

and storefronts

Expand Customer Base
• Increase the amount of people living downtown - 

add housing
• Increase the number of people 

working downtown - add office 
space

• Expose new people to
downtown - hold more
events

Remove Barriers
• Improve parking

availability
• Improve appearance,

lighting, and safety
• Provide streets that lead to

downtown, not bypass downtown
• Provide bike racks in front of

storefronts

5.5 sustainability of downtown 
retail

5.6 recommendations

Existing Condition in Downtown




