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Objective Design Standards 

Project 
Frequently Asked Questions 

 
 
The Frequently Asked Questions and Responses are intended to be a "living document" 
that will be periodically updated with more current information, additions, and clarifications 
as the Objective Design Standards project moves forward. 
 
What is the Goleta Objective Design Standards Project? 
The State of California recently adopted legislation to address the State-wide housing 
shortage and now requires a streamlined process for specific multiple-unit housing and 
mixed-use residential developments. All cities in California must adopt clear regulations 
to expediate housing development and remove discretion in review of qualifying multiple-
unit and mixed-use residential housing developments. 
 
For this project, the most relevant new law is SB 35 (2017), which is applicable to certain 
housing development with 50% or more units dedicated to affordable housing. SB 35 
does not impact single-unit residential, office, commercial, or industrial development 
projects that do not include housing. 
 
In 2020, the City applied for and received grant funding under the State Department of 
Housing and Community Development’s Local Early Action Planning Grant Program to 
address the requirements of SB 35. With assistance from RRM Design Group, the City 
will develop objective design standards that will comply with State law.  
 
What projects qualify for objective, streamlined review? 
Under State law, there are several criteria a project must meet in order to qualify for an 
objective, streamlined review. Among those are: 

• The development must contain at least two or more net new residential units.  
• At least 50% of the proposed residential units must be dedicated as affordable to 

households at 80% of area median income for either rental or ownership projects. 
• At least 2/3 of the floor area of the proposed development must be dedicated to 

residential uses. 
• The project does not demolish a historic structure that has been placed on a 

national, state, or local historic register. 
• The project cannot be within the Coastal Zone or environmentally sensitive habitat 

areas. 
• All construction workers employed in the execution of the development must be 

paid at least the general prevailing rate of per diem wages for the type of work and 
geographic area.  
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• The project does not demolish any housing units that have been occupied by 
tenants in the last 10 years; are subject to any form of rent or price control, or are 
subject to a recorded covenant, ordinance, or law that restricts rents to levels 
affordable to persons and families of moderate, low, or very low incomes.  

 
Why update the City’s design standards? 
The City currently relies on a combination of objective and subjective design standards 
and guidelines located within the City’s zoning regulations, design guidelines, and other 
City policy documents to review and regulate the design of most housing projects.  City 
staff is working with RRM Design Group to identify existing subjective standards and 
guidelines the City would otherwise apply to these projects and then convert those 
requirements into objective standards. The new standards will enable developers, design 
professionals, applicants, property owners, City staff, decision-makers, and residents to 
have clear and consistent direction to apply in the preparation and review of multiple-unit 
housing and mixed-use residential project submittals. Objective design standards will 
allow the City to maintain control over the design of future multiple-unit dwelling housing 
and mixed-use residential developments and provide for streamlined and expedited 
application review. 
 
Without objective design standards in place, the City will not have the ability to control the 
look of future qualifying multiple-unit housing and mixed-use residential developments in 
the City or be able to deny a multiple-unit housing or mixed-use residential project based 
upon noncompliance with existing subjectively written standards and design guidelines.  
 
How will the new objective design standards work? 
The City’s Zoning Ordinance (Title 17 of the Goleta Municipal Code) will continue to 
regulate development standards such as building height, setbacks, density, and various 
other development controls which are already objective in their application.  These new 
objective design standards will not replace or modify existing development standards 
found within the Zoning Ordinance.  
 
The new objective design standards will supplement the existing standards found in the 
Zoning Ordinance, specific plans, and design guidelines with objective standards that will 
provide an additional level of design clarity and specificity. The new objective design 
standards will translate existing subjective design criteria located in City documents with 
clear and measurable objective standards to regulate the design of the development of 
residential projects qualifying for objective, streamlined review. Topics may include site 
design, building design and orientation, architectural elements, and pedestrian and 
vehicular circulation, and screening and placement of utilitarian elements.  
 
Existing City documents will still apply to most projects and application types, such as 
single-unit residential, office, commercial, industrial projects, and any mixed-use or 
multiple-unit residential projects that do not qualify for or request a streamlined objective 
review. In addition, projects requesting streamlined processing but not meeting the 
objective design standards will be subject to subjective design requirements and the 
discretionary review process. 
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How are subjective and objective standards different?  
Subjective design guidelines demonstrate preferences while allowing discretion and 
flexibility, while objective standards are those that are clear, measurable, and involve no 
personal judgment by a public official or decision-maker. Below are a couple examples of 
the difference. 
 

 SUBJECTIVE 
City Design Guidelines 

OBJECTIVE  
Sample Design Standards 

Site 
Design 

The alignment of building 
facades should generally be 
maintained along the sidewalk 
edge. 
 
(Example from Goleta Old Town 
Heritage District Architecture 
and 
Design Guidelines II, F.1) 

1. Buildings located adjacent to the street 
shall have unit front entries facing the 
primary streets along the back of the 
public sidewalk. 
 
 

 
Façade 
Design 

To ensure that new and 
renovated buildings are 
compatible with the existing 
character and scale of the 
district, such projects should be 
organized into visible building 
increments of no more than 50 
feet in width. 
 
(Example from Goleta Old Town 
Heritage District Architecture 
and  
Design Guidelines II, E.2) 

1. Exterior building walls that are publicly 
visible shall not run in a continuous 
horizontal plane for more than 50 feet 
without a change in wall plane.  

 
 

 
What is the process and how long will it take? 
The project team began by researching and evaluating City design policies and 
regulations, community character, and existing building stock and receiving input from the 
public and the Design Review Board. As standards are developed, additional feedback 
will be collected and draft standards will be made available. New objective standards will 
be developed by translating existing City policy and applying modern best practices for 
residential design. Draft regulations will be available for public review and consideration 
and revised based on input received. The community is encouraged to participate 
throughout the process, and the project is anticipated to conclude by the end of Spring 
2022. 
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Where can I learn more information about the project? 
Additional materials, including information on public meetings and events where 
opportunities for public feedback will be provided, will be available on the project web 
page here: https://www.cityofgoleta.org/city-hall/planning-and-environmental-
review/advance-planning-division/housing-element-and-implementation-
projects/objective-design-standards. 
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