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Introduction 
In the short statement I have submitted to be read at your commission meeting, I have expressed my strong 
opposition to the design of the medical building that has been proposed for the parcels at the southeast corner 
of Fair Oaks Boulevard and Fillmore Street. 
 
My concern about the building’s design stems from the fact that I am a resident of the South Fair Oaks corridor 
area who frequently walks by the project site on my way to the Fillmore Station and in conducting my other 
activities. I am also concerned about the building’s design because I have been following the planning process 
for the new South Fair Oaks Specific Plan very closely and as a result, I have made myself familiar with the 
provisions of the existing South Fair Oaks Specific Plan as well as the proposed land use and urban design 
policies being developed in the revised plan. I might mention that my concerns about the proposed medical 
building’s design and my critique of it are also informed by my undergraduate training in city planning and my 
graduate level training in city and environmental planning that included considerable course work in urban 
design theory and urban design research. While in graduate school, I was a student of and was heavily 
influenced by Donald Appleyard, an urban design thinker and researcher who was a pioneer in focusing 
attention on the street as a critical component of the quality of urban life:  
 

(https://safestreetstrategies.wordpress.com/2011/12/20/defining-principles-remebering-donald-
appleyard/, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284427339_The_use_of_streets_A_reassessment_and_trib
ute_to_Donald_Appleyard).  

 
My interest in street design issues has continued, and I have been particularly focused on issues related to 
urban design that meets the needs of pedestrians. 
 
I am not at all opposed to the development of the site at South Fair Oaks and Fillmore for the medical use that 
the project proposes. However, I am opposed to the specific design that has been proposed. The design 
submitted for review is unacceptable because of the significant adverse impacts that it would have on the 
pedestrian environment. In addition, the façade treatment is not consistent with the current and proposed 
building design guidelines for the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan area and does not respect Pasadena’s design 
tradition that prizes buildings that have design elements that give them a human scale. These issues are 
evaluated in more detail below. 
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Project Layout and Impact on the Pedestrian Environment 
In their first design concept that the project architects present on page 32 of the preliminary design 
consultation document that the developer submitted to your commission, the architects seem to have gotten 
things more or less right in terms of compliance with the city’s design guidelines: 

• The auto drop-off has been placed on Edmonson Alley avoiding two driveways cutting across the 
sidewalk on South Fair Oaks Avenue. 

• There are no curb cuts on Fillmore Street, which the existing Specific Area plan identifies as a pedestrian 
plaza street where no curb cuts are permitted. 

• The building’s front façade is on the lot line, consistent with existing and proposed design policies for 
the area and creating a positive relationship to the sidewalk 

• The plaza created by the notched area at the corner of South Fair Oaks and Fillmore creates a 
meaningful open space area that would nicely mark the beginning of the Fillmore plaza street and which 
would serve as a positive landmark for pedestrians crossing from west to east across Fillmore as they 
make their way to the Fillmore L line station. 

 
For reasons that the project’s architects don’t adequately explain, the original concept was discarded and 
replaced with a design that flout’s Pasadena’s design guidelines and creates a number of serious impacts on the 
pedestrian environment. Concerns about the proposed design’s layout include: 

• Siting the auto drop-off area in front of the building on South Fair Oaks Avenue is a huge mistake. This 
entrance to the drop-off area disrupts the pedestrian flow along Fair Oaks and creates an island 
between the Fair Oaks roadway and the medical facility’s driveway that appears as though it will be 
uncongenial for pedestrians. This area appears to be too narrow to be a comfortable place for 
pedestrians to walk through or in which to linger. The drawing on page 28 of the design consultation 
document shows the sidewalk in this island area as being located immediately along the heavily traveled 
street, with no parkway strip separating the sidewalk from the street and no street trees to define the 
pedestrian realm or to provide shade to pedestrians. In addition, the design shown in the rendering 
does not take into account the fact that the southeast corner of South Fair Oaks and Fillmore is the 
terminus of a crosswalk that is heavily used by people walking from the hospital complex on the west 
side of the street to the Fillmore Station to the east. 

• The layout’s relationship to Fillmore Street appears to be willfully ignoring the city’s policies to make 
Fillmore Street a pedestrian plaza. Although the policies adopted in the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan 
forbid the creation of curb cuts on Fillmore Street, the proposed layout breaks the continuity of the 
sidewalk in two places: with the exit drive from the drop-off area and with the entrance and egress 
drive to the underground parking. Furthermore, the rendering does not appear to show the 10-foot 
setback that is required along Fillmore Street or the type of tree planting entailing use of larger trees 
combined with smaller blooming trees that the plan calls for. There is already a considerable flow of 
pedestrians along this stretch of Fillmore between the medical complex and the L Line station, and the 
levels of pedestrian use are likely to increase in the future with the continued expansion of Metro’s light 
rail system which will permit more employees and patients to access the complex via light rail. Given 
this reality, adherence to the city’s vision to make Fillmore a pedestrian oriented street with no curb 
cuts should be non-negotiable. 

• One of the consequences of locating the auto drop-off area on the front of the building is that the front 
of the building is set a substantial distance back from the front lot line. This will have the effect of 
disrupting the continuity of the facades along the sidewalk that city policies for this area are attempting 
to create. A façade located adjacent to the sidewalk that is given human-scaled architectural treatment 
and that is “activated” with commercial uses or views through windows to interior activities would be 
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much more congenial for passing pedestrians than a façade that is separated from the sidewalk by an 
auto-dominated drop-ff zone. 

 
Façade Design 
There are serious issues with the proposed building’s façade design that reflect both the decision to place the 
auto-drop off in front of the building and the application of a design vocabulary that is inconsistent with the 
city’s design guidelines and with Pasadena’s aesthetic values. 

• As mentioned above, setting the building back from the street to accommodate the auto-drop off 
driveway disrupts the continuity of the streetscape that city policies are attempting to create along 
South Fair Oaks and do not create conditions along the sidewalk that are pleasing to pedestrians. Along 
with this, the decision to make the portion of the building set back from the street a curving glass 
curtain wall seems particularly gratuitous. Although this type of design may be acceptable in the 
suburban medical park environments that the architects may be more used to designing for, it is not at 
all appropriate or acceptable in this area of Pasadena where a more urbane, fine-grained, human-
proportioned and environmentally conscious design is expected. 

• The use of the glass curtain wall on the South Fair Oaks façade of the building is not consistent with the 
design principles indicated on Figure 3.5 and in Section 3.3.3-C1 of the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan. 
The text on figure 3.5 indicates that “New buildings should employ techniques that break down 
massing, provide vertical and horizontal scale modulation and other scale devices.” Section 3.3.3-C1 
specifies more detailed principles, including requirements for “observable design on the façade of the 
vertical and horizontal rhythm of the building’s structure, cladding, and fenestration.” and “…the 
interplay of vertical modulation should establish a clear hierarchy and pattern”. It can be argued that 
although the design of the curtain wall provides some degree of modulation, it does not create the 
degree of articulation, hierarchy, and pattern that is expected in this urban setting. The design’s lack of 
architectural character and human-scaled features on the first-floor level is of particular concern. 

•  From an environmental point of view, use of the curtain wall on the building’s west facing façade seems 
ill-considered because of the potential of this big expanse of glass to create a high solar heat load inside 
the building that will require use of more energy for air conditioning. In contradiction of the Specific 
Plan’s design guidelines, the building’s west frontage does not include sun-screening, shading devices to 
reduce solar heating. 

 
Directions for a Revised Design 
Given the issues with the proposed design for the project, my assessment is that the Commission would be 
justified in rejecting the design that has been submitted for its review and requiring the applicant to come back 
with a revised design that addresses the flaws of the current design. My thoughts about what a revised and 
more acceptable design should take into account include: 

• Using a layout similar to the one presented on page 32 of the preliminary design consultation document 
that places the auto-drop off on Edmonston Alley, algins the front of building with the lot line along the 
Fair Oaks sidewalk, creates an open corner plaza at Fair Oaks and Fillmore and eliminates the two curb 
cuts on the Fillmore pedestrian plaza. One change that should be made to the layout on page 32 is that 
an effort should be made to relocate the ramp to the parking garage from the South Fair Oaks side of 
the building to the Edmondson Alley side. If that is not possible, a design which provides for entrance to 
the parking garage from South Fair Oaks and egress onto Edmonston Alley should be developed. This 
would be consistent with the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan which calls for sites that front on both South 
Fair Oaks and Edmonston Alley to provide for access from South Fair Oaks and egress to the alley. 

• Replace the current design of the project’s west façade with a façade that is not curved and is aligned 
with the west property line. Eliminate the west façade’s glass curtain wall and replace it with a more 
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traditional façade with individual windows and architectural details that create a human scale, 
particularly on the ground level adjacent to the sidewalk and which work together to create a sense of 
rhythm and visual cohesiveness. Consider use of brise-soleils or other devices to reduce insolation on 
the windows and summer heat build-up in the building’s interior. Similar design principles should be 
applied to the other facades as well (but of course the insolation-reducing features are not required on 
the building’s north façade).  For an example of a nearby medical building that complies with the spirit 
of Pasadena’s design guidelines for the area, the designers should take a close look at the Huntington 
Pavilion medical building located at the southwest corner of South Fair Oaks Avenue and California 
Street. This building is sited adjacent to the sidewalk and the drop-off areas are in the back. The façade 
is well articulated and there are a number of features at ground level that make the building more 
human scaled and more engaging for pedestrians. 

 

 
 
Huntington Pavilion 
 

• When developing the revised plans for the sidewalks and other open spaces around the project site, the 
designers should consult with the Pasadena Planning Department on the revised street tree plan that is 
now being developed for the South Fair Oaks Specific Plan area to select trees that will be consistent 
with the new tree species that will be specified for South Fair Oaks and Fillmore. 
 


