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MEMO 
To:   Delo Freitas, City of Arcata 

From:   Lisa Wise Consulting, Inc. (LWC)   

Date:   February 24, 2026; Revised May 4, 2026 

Re:   Arcata Zoning Updates: Analysis and Recommendations 

 

In fall of 2025, the City of Arcata, with a consulting team led by Lisa Wise Consulting, Inc. launched an 
update to its citywide Land Use Code (Title IX of the City’s Municipal Code). Over the course of about 
two years, the project will lead to an update of the Code, the development of a Form-Based Code for 
the Valley West area, and a corresponding Zoning Map. The project, which is part of a larger effort to 
implement the City’s recently adopted Arcata General Plan 2045, will update existing standards as 
needed; introduce new standards; ensure consistency with the Housing Element and State law; 
update administrative procedures to reflect best practices and address community needs; and 
improve overall Code format and usability.  

This Memo documents LWC’s review of the existing regulatory framework related to zoning and 
establishes preliminary recommendations to guide the update. Included are the following sections 
and appendices for reference: 

• Section 1: Policy Review documents key direction from the City’s existing policy and 
regulatory framework that is directly relevant to the Code update. Included is an overview of 
the General Plan 2045 policies and implementation measures, a Specific Plan, a Planned 
Development, and the City of Arcata Design Manuals. 

• Section 2: Code Recommendations documents initial proposals for the Code Updates, 
including updates to development and design standards by district, uses (by zone and 
special considerations specific to uses), general (citywide standards), administrative (permits 
and procedures), Code organization/usability, and page format and graphic quality. 

• Appendix A: Key General Plan Policy Direction documents General Plan policies that the 
Code update will implement. 

• Appendix B: Standards by Zone documents development standards for all existing base 
zones. 

• Appendix C: Master Use Table aggregates the allowed uses for all zones in a single table. 

Together with Staff and community input gathered over the course of this Project, the analysis 
presented in this Memo will set the direction for the development of the updated Zoning Code and 
Zoning Map.  
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1    Policy Review 
1.1 Arcata General Plan: 2045 

The Arcata General Plan: 2045 establishes the Arcata community’s long-term vision for the city’s 
physical form and development. This section summarizes key policies and implementation measures 
directly related to the Zoning Code Update. Chapters reviewed include Chapter 2–Community 
Development, Chapter 3–Housing and Human Services, Chapter 4–Environmental Quality and 
Management, Chapter 5–Design and Historical Preservation, and Chapter 6–Health and Safety. 

Below is a summary of key policy direction emphasized in these chapters. A complete table of relevant 
policies and notes on implementation is provided in Appendix A: Key General Plan Policy Direction.  

Uses  

• Several General Plan (GP) policies list specific uses to be allowed by-right in certain areas or 
zones, including mixed-use districts, the Plaza, commercial districts, and industrial districts. 
Update use tables to implement all such policies. 

• Work with the City and community to specify uses called for in the GP, including industrial 
uses that support living-wage jobs; cottage industries; uses to occupy incubator spaces. 

• Remove “live/work” from the Code. 

Development Standards  

• Update the CM and CC zones to remove maximum density and enforce a minimum 
residential density such that 100% non-residential would not be allowed by-right. 

• Support medium-scale development and walkable environment in Valley West and in Activity 
Centers as identified in the GP. 

• Reconsider and update open space requirements to support a range of residential densities. 

• Address sensitive adjacencies (e.g., residential abutting agricultural, commercial, and 
industrial uses) through setbacks and visual and noise buffers. 

• Require setback areas to be well-designed and landscaped. 

Design Standards 

• Establish a robust set of building and site design standards to implement all General Plan 
design-related policies. The GP provides detailed policies for general building and site design 
characteristics as well as policies for single-family residential, multi-family residential, mixed-
use, commercial, industrial, and institutional development. In addition, the GP establishes 
design standards for a range of elements including signs, landscaping, parking, additions, 
screening, and lighting.  

Citywide Standards  

• Update vehicular and bicycle parking requirements and related standards. 



Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo       City of Arcata  | 3 

• Update Signs standards to address billboards, signage review processes and allowed sign 
area. 

• Update Encroachments standards to facilitate sidewalk dining. 

• Review and update Performance Standards in light of new adjacencies. 

• Update Subdivision standards for consistency with GP policy. 

• Update Landscaping standards for consistency with GP direction on species and water use. 

• Promote community health by establishing standards for specific uses (e.g., Smoke/Tobacco 
Shop) and breaking out retail/grocery uses.  

Permitting and Procedures  

• In general, simplify cumbersome processes and clarify opaque processes. 

• Ensure consistency with State law regarding the required ministerial review path (SB 330), 
specifically: 

o Provide a ministerial, streamlined review path for eligible housing development projects 
where required by State law. 

o Limit design review for eligible housing projects to objective, written, and measurable 
standards and ensure applicable design standards are published, clear, and knowable to 
applicants before submittal. 

o Prohibit subjective design criteria and discretionary findings from being used to deny, 
condition, or reduce the density of eligible housing projects. 

o Ensure design review procedures do not exceed the allowed number of hearings. 

1.2 Design Guidelines and Specific Plan Review 

This section summarizes key design themes and guidance from prior planning documents that may 
inform new design standards for the Land use Code. The prior planning documents reviewed include 
the Windsong Planned Development Design Guidelines (2003), the West End Specific Plan (2018), the 
series of five City of Arcata Design Manuals from 1970, and the Draft Arcata Design Manual from 2007. 
Across these sources, the following design principles and direction emerged: 

• Building Articulation and Detail. Maintain visual interest and neighborhood character 
through varied roof forms and façade articulation, avoiding large expanses of unbroken 
siding, and limiting repetition of identical front elevations. 

• Neighborhood Compatibility. Promote development that is compatible in scale, bulk, and 
materials with surrounding uses, while allowing flexibility in architectural style. 

• Site Design. Prioritize site-responsive design, including solar orientation, preservation of 
natural features, and integration with topography, rather than uniform layouts. 

• Pedestrian-Oriented Design. Encourage building placement, entrances, and circulation 
patterns that support walkability, including connections to streets and shared pathways. 
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• Landscaping as Functional Design. Treat landscaping as both an aesthetic and 
environmental element, supporting screening, erosion control, stormwater management, 
and overall site cohesion. 

• Sustainability and Environmental Performance. Emphasize passive solar design, energy 
efficiency, water conservation, and low-impact development strategies. 

• Mix of Uses: Support integration of residential and non-residential uses, along with 
community-serving amenities that enhance livability and contribute to a complete 
neighborhood environment. 

These themes are synthesized from detailed architectural standards in the Windsong Design 
Guidelines, policy direction in the West End Specific Plan, and broader site planning and design 
principles articulated in the City’s Design Manuals. Collectively, they reflect a consistent planning 
approach that prioritizes contextual design, environmental responsiveness, and pedestrian-oriented 
development, while increasingly incorporating sustainability and mixed-use strategies to support 
long-term community livability and resilience. 

2    Recommendations 
2.1 Zoning Districts 

While a General Plan establishes land use designations and the overall policy basis for land use and 
development, zoning creates the framework for implementation of the General Plan policies and land 
use designations. It also establishes districts which are intended to define distinct locations for 
different uses, consistent with the General Plan.  

Preliminary recommendations for amendments to base zoning districts and overlay/combining 
districts, all of which are established in Code chapters 9.20 through 9.28, are described in tables 2-1 
and 2-2 below. Base districts set the basic use and development regulations that apply within the 
geographic area that defines the district, while overlay districts, or combining districts, are used to 
vary some of the regulations within the base district. Overlays are useful in situations where 
modification of permitted uses or required standards is appropriate due to specific conditions, 
circumstances, or goals. They can be geographically defined and mapped or can apply wherever 
specific conditions exist. 

Table 2-1: Preliminary Recommended Base Zoning Districts  

General Plan Land Use Designation Corresponding Base Zones 

Agriculture – Exclusive (A-E) Agriculture Exclusive (AE) 

Agriculture – Residential (A-R) Agriculture Residential (AR) 

Commercial – Central (C-C) Commercial – Central (CC) 

Commercial – Mixed (C-M) Commercial – Mixed Use Center (CM) 

Industrial General (I-G) Industrial – General (IG) 

Industrial Limited (I-L) Industrial – Limited (IL) 
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Table 2-1: Preliminary Recommended Base Zoning Districts  

General Plan Land Use Designation Corresponding Base Zones 

Natural Resources (NR) 
Timber Production (NR-TP) 

Public Trust (NR-PT) 

Public Facilities (PF) Public Facility (PF) 

Residential – High Density (R-H) Residential – High Density (RH) 

Residential – Medium Density (R-M) Residential – Medium Density (RM) 

Residential – Low Density (R-L) Residential – Low Density (RL) 

Residential – Very Low Density (R-VL) Residential – Very Low Density (RVL) 

 

Table 2-2: Preliminary Recommended Combining Districts 

Base Zone Combining Zone Note 

Many Historic Landmark (:HL) Subject to development standards of Chapter 9.53 
(Historic Resource Preservation) 

Many Neighborhood 
Conservation Area (:NCA) 

Where not prohibited by SB 330, discretionary design 
review required for new construction and alterations 

Many Planned Development 
(:PD) 

Used when exceptions to development standards are 
needed 

Many Special Considerations 
(:SC) 

References to Special Considerations sections for 
specific APNs/sites/areas (9.22.070, 9.24.070, 9.26.070) 

AE, CM, IL, IG, PF Housing for Homeless 
(:HH) 2 

Allows emergency shelters, transitional housing, or 
supportive housing as a permitted use 

IL, IG, NR-TP  Cannabis Innovation Zone 
(:CIZ) 

Development standards related to cultivation area, 
commercial or industrial area, and minimum lot size 

C-M Gateway Barrel (GB) Implemented by the Gateway Code 

C-M Gateway Corridor (GC) Implemented by the Gateway Code 

C-M Gateway Hub (GH) Implemented by the Gateway Code 

C-M Gateway Neighborhood 
(GN) 

Implemented by the Gateway Code 

The preliminary recommendations of the tables above also assume the following: 

• The Zoning Code seeks to establish a one-to-one relationship between the General Plan land 
use designations and Zoning districts. For this reason, the CVS and CG base zones will be 
removed from the current Zoning Code and map data. 

• The combining districts are recommended to be removed where they are no longer used or 
where related requirements may be best located outside of the Zoning Code. For these 
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reasons, the Natural Hazards (:NH), the Wetland Protection (:WP), the Stream Protection 
(:SP), and the Mobilehome Park (:MP) combining districts are recommended to be removed 
from the Zoning Code and Map. 

• The Plaza Area (:PA) combining zone is recommended to be merged into the Historic 
Landmark (:HL) combining zone. 

• Because certain uses that serve the homeless community are required by State law to be 
permitted where residential is allowed by-right, the Housing For the Homeless Combining 
Zone (:HH) is recommended to be updated to and modified to reflect the current regulatory 
environment. The updated combining zone and related use standards will address, as 
appropriate and at minimum, transitional housing, supportive housing, emergency shelters, 
and low-barrier navigation centers.   

• The City and planning team will discuss and advise on whether to keep Special Consideration 
(:SC) combining zone, or whether resolutions are a preferred method to document parcel- or 
site-specific standards. 

2.2 Uses 

Use regulations, typically presented in a tabular format, detail the type of uses that are allowed, 
allowed with a planning permit or prohibited in each zoning district (currently located in Code sections 
9.22.030, 9.24.030. and 9.26.030). Use regulations also include special limitations or requirements 
applicable to specific uses (Chapter 9.42 Standards for Specific Uses), and all uses are defined in the 
Code’s Glossary (Chapter 9.100). Appendix C: Master Use Table combines all existing use regulations 
for each zoning district into a single table.  

An Updated Approach to Uses 

The Code Update provides the opportunity to modernize the City’s approach to use regulation to 
reflect contemporary uses, current development practices, and State and federal law. The updated 
regulations can address specific considerations for certain uses (e.g., urban agriculture, flexible office 
space, and home occupations) as well as reflect trends in operations (e.g., brewing, distributing, and 
selling beer, selling brewery-related merchandise, serving beer and food, and providing live 
entertainment all in one space). Similarly, updated use lists must reflect community objectives for 
providing a diversity of housing types that can comfortably coexist with the range of commercial uses 
the community supports. In addition, the Code Update may add flexibility to allowed accessory uses 
(e.g., outdoor dining, coffee bar, rooftop gardens and/or dining) up to a certain threshold, that are 
subordinate and incidental to a principal use. 

The allowable uses within each zoning district will be updated for compatibility with the purpose of 
the district, compatibility with adjacent districts and uses, consistency with the General Plan land use 
designations, and consistency with other City policies (see Section 1 of this report). These revisions, 
together with appropriate standards for specific uses, will reduce the demand for use permits and 
lower the level of use permit or review required. Lowering approval requirements for desired uses 
provides efficiencies that can advance the City’s goals for supporting businesses and fostering a 
healthy mix of uses. 
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Use Tables and Regulations  

To improve consistency across the various Code sections and reflect contemporary uses, 
recommendations for updating use tables include the following: 

• Remove structures from use tables (e.g., commercial greenhouse w/ slab foundation) 

• Remove size thresholds from use tables (e.g., sq ft of greenhouse) 

• Clarify and/or consolidate similar uses (e.g., various “office” categories) 

• Delete antiquated or unclear terms (e.g., second unit, drop-in center, cabinet shop) 

• Update definitions of uses in Glossary (e.g., ensure there is one and only one definition for 
each use that appears in the use tables, and that exact terms are consistent) 

• Add new uses as needed for legal compliance (e.g., SB 9 unit, junior accessory dwelling unit, 
low barrier navigation center) 

• List uses under the following categories: 

o Residential Uses. Examples: single-family, multi-family, mobile home, group residential.  

o Commercial Uses. Examples: retail, restaurant, medical office, office, bank, lodging, 
personal services, commercial recreation, commercial day care.  

o Vehicle Uses. Examples: auto vehicle sales and rental, vehicle services-major, vehicle 
services-minor, service station. 

o Industrial Uses. Examples: agricultural processing, construction contractors, wholesaling 
and distribution. 

o Transportation, Communications, Utilities Uses. Examples: transit station, public parking, 
utility facility. 

o Agricultural and Natural Resource Uses. Examples: agriculture production, agriculture 
processing, greenhouse. 

o Public and Institutional Uses. Examples: library, school, park. 

o Accessory Uses. Examples: Accessory dwelling unit (ADU), home occupation, family day care 
(large and small).  

• Specific updates to use tables and Standards for Specific Uses:  

o Create new separate sections for and special standards for several uses. These include 
but are not limited to: Accessory dwelling units, Mobile vendors, SB 9 units, Smoke 
shops/tobacco use, , Temporary uses. 

o If different standards are warranted for ADUs outside and inside of the Coastal Zone, 
establish separate standards for accessory dwelling units outside of the Coastal Zone. This 
assumes all standards related to ADUs within the Coastal Zone will be addressed in the 
LCP.  

o Ensure that standards for Cottage Food Operations are consistent with Government Code 
§51035 (AB 1616) and the definition of "cottage food operation" per Health and Safety 
Code Section 113758. 

o Break out retail and grocery uses to emphasize formats for healthy eating. 
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o Prohibit formula restaurants in the Central Business District and limit to a maximum of six 
in Valley West  

2.3 Development and Design Standards 

The current Zoning Code addresses basic development standards by zone (e.g., floor area ratio, 
setbacks, density), general citywide standards (e.g., parking, landscaping, signs) in Article 3, Site 
Planning and Project Design Standards, and standards for specific environmental concerns in Article 
5, Resource Management. The Code is very light, however, on general building design and site design. 
This section outlines recommended updates for the Code’s development standards, existing design 
standards, and new design standards. 

Development Standards  

The existing base zone development standards, documented in Appendix B: Existing Base Zone 
Standards, require updates to accommodate the General Policies and State law. Specifically: 

• Removing maximum densities in the CC and CM districts will mean that building placement 
and form, rather than density, will determine how many units can fit on a site. This in turn 
means that setbacks, massing, coverage, and open space requirements will be the limiting 
factors in site capacity, and so must be carefully updated to describe development types that 
the community will support. 

• The City will discuss and advise on disallowing 100% non-residential in the CM and CC 
districts such that any development meets the minimum residential density. If direction is 
confirmed, the Code update will reflect that requirement. 

• The allowed residential densities in the RM, RH, and IL zones will be updated for consistency 
with the GP.  

• The updates must explore and test out Staff recommendations (e.g., reducing minimum lot 
size in the RL, increasing allowed height in the HR). Such changes must serve to meet 
General Plan goals and facilitate housing while avoiding nonconforming conditions.  

• Existing standards that limit accessory dwelling units (e.g., standards allowing “1 second unit 
per parcel” in the R districts). 

• The “density bonus” setback and height standards for development in the R zones must be 
removed for consistency with State Density Bonus Law and the granting of 
waivers/concessions. 

• Rezoning existing CVS and CG parcels to CM will mean that residential uses will be allowed in 
areas where they are not currently allowed or are limited. Standards must therefore 
anticipate new adjacencies and mixes of uses (horizontal and vertical) and regulate building 
form to mitigate impacts without limiting site capacity.  

• The updated development standards should encourage a range of housing types and 
configurations, including small-lot, townhome, and bungalow court/cottage court. This will 
entail introducing new categories of standards related to property lines internal to a project, 
unit separation, internal circulation, and unit configuration with respect to public rights-of-
way. 
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Design Standards 

With the recent adoption of the General Plan, the State’s requirement for a non-discretionary review 
path for residential projects, and the desire for a Form-Based Code in the Valley West infill opportunity 
area, the Update is an opportunity to give the Code a design focus. The goals and expectations 
articulated in the Design Element of the General Plan, along with the body of existing guidelines 
related to building and site design and community input, will guide the new regulations. 

Specifically, the Code will introduce objective design standards (“shalls” as opposed to “shoulds”) for 
all residential development and a mix of design standards and guidelines (“shalls” as well as “shoulds”) 
for non-residential development. This approach will implement General Plan Design Element policies 
while also ensuring compliance with SB 330. 1  While SB 330 does not apply to single-family 
development, the Arcata General Plan calls for objective design standards for single-family residential 
development.  As such, the updated Code will introduce: 

• Objective design standards for all residential development to support a ministerial review 
pathway; and 

• A mix of design standards and guidelines for commercial, industrial, and institutional 
development. 

The Code will address and illustrate standards for a range of building and site design elements. The 
standards may apply by development type, by zone, by area, by right-of-way, or by certain 
environmental conditions, as appropriate. For example, some design standards may apply only to 
single-family homes, or along collectors, or in hillside areas. Standards will be framed as 
straightforward requirements, and some as “X of the following X features must be integrated into 
building design.” Recommended design topics include the following: 

• Building Placement. Maximum setbacks (also known as “build-to line”). 

• Building Massing. Maximum length for buildings/building modules; street-facing and interior 
upper-story step-backs and/or daylight planes; required height transitions where two 
different zoning districts abut. 

• Roof Design. Allowed/prohibited roof forms; pitch; eaves/overhangs; limits on roof planes.  

• Building Articulation and Details. Façade composition; plate height; human-scaled design; 
passive solar; projections and recesses (bay windows, overhangs, balconies, plane offsets, 
etc.); limits on blank walls; residential signifiers; unit differentiation; preventing replication of 
historic styles. 

• Building Entry Design. Visibility; recess/projection; covered areas; finished floor elevation with 
respect to adjacent right-of-way. 

• Window Design. Size/proportions/orientation; trim/recess; materials; glazing. 

 

 

1 Effective January 2020, SB 330 facilitates housing entitlement across the State by, among other things, prohibiting California 
cities from denying residential or residential mixed-use projects on the basis of subjective standards and by requiring that 
any new standards for residential development be objective in nature.  
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• Building Materials and Colors. Allowed/prohibited materials for primary, secondary, and 
accent; durability; allowed colors for primary, second, accent. 

• 360-degree Design. Design integrity; exceptions to 360-degree requirements. 

• Open Space Design. Design and usability of private open space, common open space, public 
open space 

• On-site Connectivity. Pedestrian and bicycle connectivity between building entrances, to 
adjacent sidewalks, to transit stops, to parking; design of paths (width, slope, paving, etc.), 
where not already required by the Building Code. 

• Parking Design, Surface and Structured. Visibility/screening, vehicular access and continuity of 
street frontages/walkability for structured and surface parking; design of openings.  

• Screening. Requirements for screening from view mechanical equipment, utility boxes, refuse 
areas.  

Form-Based Design Standards 

As part of the comprehensive Code update, the City has called for a Form-Based Code for the Valley 
West Infill Opportunity Area. The format and design of the Form-Based Code can take a range of 
formats and will largely be based on  Staff and community input. Prior to discussions about the Form-
Based Code, the recommended approach in terms of format and content is somewhat consistent with 
that of the Gateway Code. This includes: 

• Base zones that are consistent with the General Plan land use designations (see Table 2-1: 
Preliminary Recommended Base Zoning Districts). 

• Valley West combining zones that address sub-areas where modification of permitted uses 
or required standards is appropriate due to specific conditions, goals, or community 
priorities. 

• A palette of Building Types that describe the form and key dimensions of buildings that are 
appropriate within the Valley West sub-areas. 

• A palette of Frontage Types that describe the form and key dimensions of frontage designs 
that are appropriate within the Valley West sub-areas. 

• A palette of Open Space Types that describe the function and key dimensions of open 
spaces that are appropriate within the Valley West sub-areas. 

• A palette of Street Types that describe the design and key features of roadways that are 
appropriate for the Valley West sub-areas and that support the desired public realm. These 
designs will be consistent with the concurrent Reconnecting Arcata planning efforts. 

Citywide Standards 

General site standards typically include standards that are not specific to certain zones or uses, and 
instead apply to development citywide. These are generally located in Article 3, Site Planning and 
Project Design Standards as well as Article 5, Resource Management. Specific recommendations for 
carrying existing content forward are noted below. 
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Site Design 

The content in Chapter 9.30, Standards for All Development and Land Uses can generally be carried 
forward. Changes include but are not limited to: 

• Update the encroachments section (Sec 9.30.090 Setback Requirements and Exceptions) to 
facilitate outdoor dining and as needed to support revised development and design 
standards.   

• Clarify findings for visibility clearance triangles at intersections described in Section 9.30.040. 

• Update lighting standards to be measured in lumens. 

• Review performance standards in light of new adjacencies allowed, ensure General Plan 
policies related to air quality and noise are fully implemented.  

• Add design standards and references to State law regarding solar energy systems siting. 

Landscaping 

The General Plan, the Windsong PD, and existing Design Manuals offer direction on community 
expectations for landscaping and landscape design. The content in Chapter 9.34, Landscaping 
Standards may be updated to reflect specific design direction related to preservation of existing 
vegetation and landscaping. 

Parking 

The General Plan’s vision for greater density and more mixed-use development goes hand-in-hand 
with reduced parking standards. Updated to the standards of Chapter 9.36, Parking and Loading, 
include but are not limited to:  

• Eliminate minimum parking requirements citywide per GP policies LU-1c and CM-6. 

• Reduce maximum allowable parking requirements within Infill Opportunity Zones per Policy 
LU-1d. 

• Add requirements for bicycle parking (racks, lockers, accessibility) per Policy CM-5c where 
not already required by the Building Code. 

Signs 

Signs are a critical part of an urban environment. Well-regulated signs enhance wayfinding and 
support economic development by lending character to an urban area. Good sign regulations prevent 
visual clutter as well as signs that are incompatible with the building or district. Sign regulations must 
also be compliant with recent legislation related to the First Amendment. Recommendations for 
updates to the Code’s sign regulations include the following: 

• For many years, and especially since the landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in Reed v. 
Town of Gilbert (No. 135 S.CT.2218, 2015), decided in June 2015, U.S Courts have affirmed 
that sign regulations must be “content-neutral” to survive a legal challenge. To be content-
neutral, sign regulations must be based on “time, place, and manner” restrictions, rather 
than distinctions based on the message the sign conveys. All content-based sign standards 
should therefore be removed from the Signs chapter (9.39). This includes, for example, 
references to political signs, for sale signs, construction signs, etc. 
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• The Sign chapter, specifically Table 3-10, must be updated to include sign standards for 
mixed-use districts. The standards should account for appropriate sign types, sign area and 
sign height mixed-use buildings and walkable areas. 

• The Code should be updated to reflect General Plan policy related to billboard location. 

• Standards should reflect current illumination practices, particularly for billboards and 
electronic message signs (EMS).  

2.4 Other Standards 

The Arcata Code currently includes a number of sections that are not typically found in a Zoning Code, 
for a variety of reasons. This section lists preliminary recommendations for whether and how to carry 
those sections forward in the updated Code.  

• The Historic Resources Preservation chapter (Chapter 9.53) will remain largely as-is with 
some updates to reflect the historical preservation policies found in Chapter 5 of the General 
Plan; clarify the criteria for applicability and eligibility for listing as an historic resource; 
simplify the process for modifications; and clarify authority for determining the boundaries 
of the :HP overlay zone.  

• The Subdivisions article (Article 8) will be updated:  

o Include various existing sections related to subdivisions elsewhere in the Code. These 
include solar siting regulations (sections 9.56.040. 9.56.050) and hillsides development 
regulations (Section 9.52.040).  

o Implement Policy D-4a Subdivision Design and Policy PR-1b Parkland Dedication 

o Address SB 9 lot splits 

• Sections that are recommended to be moved out of Title IX to other parts of the Municipal 
Code include Chapter 9.54 Resource Conservation; Chapter 9.58 Tree Preservation and 
Hazardous Tree Removal; Chapter 9.59, Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas Protection 
and Preservation; and all of Article 6, Site Development Regulations. In addition, standards 
related to Environmental Buffer Areas (EBAs) should be included in the ESHA regulations. 
References to these sections will be included in the updated Code as appropriate. 

• Inclusionary Zoning (Chapter 9.32) should remain in the Code only if Staff and Council 
determine that the program is effective and offers incentives beyond those of the State 
Density Bonus program.  

2.5 Procedures and Administration 

Standards for Planning Permit Procedures (Article VII) and Code Administration (Article IX) are 
comprehensive and recommended to stay generally as-is. Recommendations to streamline existing 
provisions for clarity and ease of use include but are not limited to:   
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Permits and Permit Procedures  

• The updated Code will consolidate all planning permits into a single section. This will entail 
moving permits established elsewhere in the Land Use Code (e.g., Hillside Development 
Permit, Sign Permit), into the Procedures article. Each permit will have its own dedicated 
section with sub-sections following a similar format (Purpose, Applicability, Review Authority; 
Application; Review, Notice and Hearing; Findings, etc.). 

• The Design Review Permit section in particular will clarify applicability consistent with how 
projects are defined elsewhere in the Code and with State law (specifically SB 330).   

• The Planned Development (PD) Permit will be simplified to: 

o Remove PD Type A; 

o Reconsider applicability (what, if anything  triggers a PD, such as lot size, unit count, other); 

o Consider whether PD may always be an option; and 

o Generally improve to be easier to implement and to amend. 

• Procedures will be reviewed for consistency with Ordinance 1382, Medical Marijuana 
Standards Outside of Coastal Zone. 

• Consider adding a Temporary Use Permit to duration and associated standards for the range 
of temporary uses allowed. 

Environmental Impact Assessment  

• The content in Chapter 9.78, Environmental Impact Analysis will be updated to ensure 
references to relevant Government Code sections are current, to remove requirements that 
go beyond those of the State, and to simplify as appropriate. 

2.6 Definitions and Rules of Measurement 

The current Article 10, Glossary, is reflective of best practices in Code organization; however, some 
updates are recommended.  

• Because there is a limited set of uses that appear in the use tables, it is helpful to separate 
Definitions of Uses from Definitions of Terms, rather than combine them into one glossary, 
as in the existing Zoning Code. This is because the Definitions of Uses section should define 
only the uses that appear in the use tables and all the uses that appear in the use tables by 
zone. While new terms can simply be added to the Definitions of Terms as needed, the list of 
Uses is tied closely to the use tables, so any changes should be reflected in both places.  

• All terms and acronyms will be defined and reflect current meanings and references to 
Government Code Sections as appropriate. 

• The Code lacks a comprehensive section defining rules of measurement, including how to 
measure height, measure setbacks, determine lot area, calculate FAR, rounding rules, and 
other relevant rules. Clear rules of measurement are helpful to ensure that development 
standards are interpreted uniformly among Code users. Placing a complete set of rules of 
measurement in one location, typically at the end of the Zoning Code and near the 
Definitions, provides an easy-to-locate reference tool to ensure consistent interpretation and 
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application of standards. This involves removing rules of measurement that are scattered 
throughout the Code (e.g., in Section 9.30.090 Setback Requirements and Exceptions) to the 
new Rules of Measurements section. 

2.7 Code Organization and Usability 

The Arcata Zoning Code, Title IX Land Use Code of Municipal Code includes 11 articles, and 45 chapters 
numbered nonconsecutively between one and 110. The second digit of the Chapter is the same as the 
article number. While the numbering convention is not consistent with other articles of the Municipal 
Code, it is generally reflective of best practices for a Zoning Code and provides the flexibility required. 
Specific recommendations to further enhance usability and legibility are listed below. 

Remove, Consolidate, or Reorganize Sections as Needed 

Sections and subsections that are unnecessary, obsolete, or hard to find are recommended to be 
deleted or moved for ease of use and clarity. In addition, all existing content to remain will be revised 
for clarity, brevity, and consistency with other Code sections. In terms of overall organization, sections 
primarily under the purview of Environmental Services, Engineering, or other departments will be 
removed from the Land Use Code, provided the responsible departments or bodies are comfortable 
with the change and the change adds clarity to responsibilities and the review process. Specifically, 
Article 5 Resource Resources Management and Article 6, Site Development Regulations may be better 
located elsewhere in the Municipal Code, such as Title VIII Chapter 4 (Flood Hazard Mitigation), Title III 
Chapter 1 (Fire Prevention and protection), and/or Title VIII Building Regulations. 

Hierarchy of Importance in Organization 

Where appropriate, the sections, section groups, and subsections of the Code should be organized to 
place the content of highest importance at the beginning. The measure of importance might be 
defined as the frequency with which Zoning Code users need to reference each section, or the value 
that a particular standard has to the character of Arcata. This enhances usability, as users searching 
the Zoning Code are more likely to find the information they need quickly and efficiently. This also 
communicates to users the regulations for specific  development that the City has determined to be 
most important to its vision and policies.  

Where no other organizational scheme seems applicable, alphabetization should be used to give 
some degree of structure to a section and to help with navigation in the Code. This approach is 
appropriate for sections with many unrelated elements, such as performance standards for specific 
uses, where each subsection has equal importance and does not modify or affect any of the other 
subsections.  

Utilize Tables and Cross-References 

The existing Zoning Code’s use of tables, notes, and cross-references is effective. Tables for 
development standards could be improved by consolidating standards for each zone into one table 
followed by related supplemental standards and, as appropriate, cross-references to other sections 
of the Zoning Code or other titles of the Municipal Code. 
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Incorporate Graphic Illustrations 

In many instances, graphics can communicate development regulations more clearly and in less space 
than written standards. For example, new and updated diagrams can clearly depict standards for 
measuring sign height, while verbal equivalents are prone to misinterpretation and uncertainty. 
Additionally, the design standards will call for detailed graphics to explain regulations that are new to 
the City. With visual clarification, fewer sections of the Code will be subject to competing or incorrect 
interpretations, and regulations can be cleared of much of the jargon that can obscure the Code’s 
intent. In addition, some graphics in the existing Zoning Code are recommended to be updated to 
improve legibility and quality.  

2.8 Format 

The following pages provide an example of the recommended format of the updated Land Use Code. 
Included are templates for chapter and section headings, numbering, tables, cross-references, 
footnotes, and graphics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   



 16 | City of Arcata        Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo 

  



Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo       City of Arcata  | 17 

  



 18 | City of Arcata        Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo 

 

  



Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo       City of Arcata  | 19 

 

  



 20 | City of Arcata        Zoning Updates | Analysis and Recommendations Memo 

 


	MEMO
	1    Policy Review
	1.1 Arcata General Plan: 2045
	Uses
	Development Standards
	Design Standards
	Citywide Standards
	Permitting and Procedures

	1.2 Design Guidelines and Specific Plan Review

	2    Recommendations
	2.1 Zoning Districts
	2.2 Uses
	An Updated Approach to Uses
	Use Tables and Regulations

	2.3 Development and Design Standards
	Development Standards
	Design Standards
	Form-Based Design Standards
	Citywide Standards
	Site Design
	Landscaping
	Parking
	Signs


	2.4 Other Standards
	2.5 Procedures and Administration
	Permits and Permit Procedures
	Environmental Impact Assessment

	2.6 Definitions and Rules of Measurement
	2.7 Code Organization and Usability
	Remove, Consolidate, or Reorganize Sections as Needed
	Hierarchy of Importance in Organization
	Utilize Tables and Cross-References
	Incorporate Graphic Illustrations

	2.8 Format


