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PLANNING & COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 

STAFF REPORT 

DATE:  JUNE 14, 2022 

TO:  DESIGN COMMISSION 

FROM: DAVID M. REYES, DIRECTOR OF PLANNING & COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT 

 
SUBJECT: APPLICATION FOR CONCEPT DESIGN REVIEW  

NEW CONSTRUCTION OF A FIVE-STORY, 111-UNIT AFFORDABLE SENIOR 
HOUSING PROJECT 
280 RAMONA STREET 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
It is recommended that the Design Commission: 
 
Environmental Determination  
 
1. Find that the proposed project is consistent with the General Plan designation, with the 

General Plan goals and policies for the site, and with the applicable zoning designation and 
regulations; and that the project site has no value as habitat for endangered or threatened 
species, and can be served by utilities and public services. 
 

2. Find that approval of the project will not result in any significant effects relating to traffic, 
noise, air quality, water quality or cultural resources.   
 

3. Conclude, therefore, that the project is categorically exempt from the California 
Environmental Quality Act under §15332, (Class 32) “in-fill development projects” and that 
there are no features that distinguish this project from others in the exempt class and, 
therefore, there are no unusual circumstances. 

 
Finding for Compliance with the Tree Protection Ordinance 
 
Acknowledge that there are no private protected trees on the project site. 
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Findings for Concept Design Approval 

1. Find that the project, upon implementation of the conditions of approval, will comply with the 
purposes of design review, the design-related goals and policies of the Land Use Element of 
the General Plan, the Design Guidelines in the Central District Specific Plan and the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation; and 
 

2. Based on these findings, approve the application for Concept Design Review, including the 
request to modify and reduce the height of the entry loggia from 25 feet to 20 feet, subject to 
the conditions in Attachment A, which shall be further reviewed during Final Design Review. 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
On April 26, 2022, the Design Commission reviewed the application for Concept Design 
Review.  The Commission provided comments on the design and continued the public hearing 
to allow the applicant an opportunity to revise the design to address the comments provided.  In 
responding to the Commission’s design comments, the overall scope of the project has not 
changed, but refinements to various design components were addressed as discussed in the 
Analysis section.  
 
Project Overview 
 
• General Plan Designation:  Medium Mixed Use (0 – 2.25 FAR) 

 
• Zoning:  CD-2 (Central District Specific Plan, Civic Center/Midtown Subdistrict) 

 
• Design Guidelines:  The applicable design guidelines are the design-related goals and 

policies in the Land Use Element of the General Plan, the Design Guidelines in the Central 
District Specific Plan and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.   

 
The project is intended to be in keeping with the surrounding Civic Center buildings and the 
1925 Civic Center Plan designed by Bennett, Parsons & Frost (commonly referred to as the 
“Bennett Plan”).   
 
After many years of efforts to rehabilitate and develop the YWCA property to the south of 
this project, on April 8, 2019, the City Council directed staff to develop a Request for 
Proposals (RFP) process for the development of the YWCA property, including the areas 
east of the YWCA and YMCA buildings.  The intent of this direction was to redevelop and 
preserve the building as a historic resource, allowing for additional development for the 
property located east of the YMCA building (and north of YWCA site), utilizing a setback of 
45 feet on the east side of both properties, a height limit of 60 feet, and, angled facades with 
entrances facing Centennial Plaza showing deference to City Hall.  This action was the 
outcome of a presentation to the Council of a plan for development of the Civic Center that 
was developed by OLIN Partnership.  This plan (Attachment F), was referenced in the 
Request for Proposals (RFP) that was issued for development of both this site and the 
YWCA site to the south and is based on the principles of the Bennett Plan, with 
consideration of the existing conditions of the Civic Center and the need to balance 
completion of the Civic Center plan with retention of open space.  Staff believes that it was 
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the City Council’s intent for this plan to be a guide for the siting and massing of the buildings 
on these sites. 

 
• Site:  The site is comprised of a single lot approximately one acre in size on the west side of 

N. Garfield Avenue, the entire block between Ramona Street and Holly Street.  It is irregular 
in shape and is currently developed with an undeveloped dirt lot at the west end, an open-
air, walled-in storage and trash enclosure at the center, and landscaping at the east and 
south ends.  Within the easterly landscaped area is a weather station surrounded by 
shrubbery.  The site includes a narrow strip of land that extends along the entire frontage of 
Holly Street to N. Marengo Avenue.  A tree inventory provided with the application identifies 
47 trees on the site and along its frontage, all of which are protected public trees due to the 
fact that the property is owned by the City. The property is in a highly prominent location 
within one of the most historically sensitive areas in the City. 

 
• Surroundings:  Located immediately to the west of the property, is the existing YMCA 

building and to the north of the property, is the former Southern California Gas Company 
Building, which is now the Pasadena Permit Center/George Ellery Hale Building.   South of 
the property is the existing YWCA building and adjacent surface parking lot and landscaped 
area west of it.  East of the property, across Garfield Avenue, is City Hall. 

 
• Project Description:  The project involves construction of a five-story, 111-unit affordable 

senior housing project.  A total of 26 protected public trees are proposed to be removed to 
accommodate the project.  Parking would be provided in one subterranean level. 
   

• Site Design:  The proposed project is designed as a generally U-shaped building 
surrounding a central open-air courtyard and with a chamfered southeast corner façade 
facing Centennial Plaza.  The north side of the building is proposed to align with the north 
property line and the east and chamfered facades of the building are set back 45 feet from 
the property line.  The south façade is shown set back 36’ ½” from the south property line.  
A 10’ setback is maintained from the adjacent walls of the existing YMCA building.     

 
• Architectural Style:  Beaux Arts   

 
• Developer:  National Community Renaissance  

 
• Architect & Landscape Architect: ONYX Architects 
 
ANALYSIS: 
 
Design Commission Comments from April 26, 2022 Concept Design Review Hearing 
 
The design team’s and staff’s responses are detailed in the chart below.  The applicant’s full 
written and graphic responses are in Attachment B and the full revised plans and elevations are 
in Attachment C.  Recommended conditions of approval described in staff’s responses can be 
found in Attachment A. 
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Commission Comment, 
April 26, 2022 Design Team Response  Staff Comments 

1. Provide studies and 
methodology to 
demonstrate how the 
architectural 
character/vocabulary 
and articulation of the 
building relates and 
responds to the 
surrounding highly 
sensitive historic 
context of the Civic 
Center.  In particular, 
study the shape of the 
arched openings, 
extent of base 
rustication, and overall 
proportions and 
articulation of the 
facades and 
architectural elements 
used to compose the 
facades to ensure the 
building forms a 
relationship to City 
Hall and other 
surrounding buildings. 

 

“1. Investigate 3-story Arch 
- Arch mimics the 

scale of City Hal 
entry arch 

- Results in disruption 
of corner detailing 

- Overscaled for 5-
story building 

- Result in loss of 
additional affordable 
housing unit over 
loggia 
 

2. Investigate Full Arch 
- Reflects use of full 

arch seen on 
surrounding 
buildings 

- Results in ill-
proportioned arch 
upon application 

- Introduces problems 
at 2nd floor opening 
into the passageway 
 

3. Investigate Refining 
Segmented Arch 

- Arch originally 
selected by ONYX 
design team 

- Archi is well-
proportioned and is 
the best 
response/solution to 
20’ opening zoning 
requirement 
 

4. Investigate Reducing 
Use of Rustication 

- Rustication reduced 
along building 
façade, now 
maintained at 
building corners and 
at projected 
elements 

 
5. Refine, Clarify, and 

Rationalize 
Fenestration, 
Balconies, Moldings 

Comment to be addressed with 
recommended conditions of approval 
nos. 5-9. 
 
Additional investigations were 
conducted to address the entry 
loggia arch and other arched 
openings throughout the project 
within the context of the Civic Center 
District with particular focus on 
historic resources in the district, as 
illustrated on Sheet CDR-1.5. Design 
precedents exist as there are a 
variety of arch designs in different 
openings, such as in door entries, 
over balconies and windows. 
Staff agrees that a full arch, when 
expressed similarly to the City Hall 
arch that extends to the 3rd floor, 
appears out of scale and over height 
given that the proposed project is a 
five-story building. A full arch that 
terminates at the second story is also 
ill-proportioned and appears 
incomplete or truncated. A Zoning 
Code requirement to provide a 20-
foot wide entry loggia adds to the 
design challenge.  As illustrated, a 
segmented arch is more proportional 
with the two sides appearing 
elongated, thereby creating a visual 
balance between the width and 
height of the entry. Further, staff 
finds that a segmented arch is also 
appropriate for differentiation of the 
new construction. The proposed 
segmented arch provides visual cues 
to the City Hall arch and maintains a 
design deference to the historic 
building without replicating it. This 
treatment allows the City Hall arch to 
continue to be a unique feature and 
the focal point in Centennial Plaza. 
The loggia remains as previously 
designed and signifies the primary 
point of entry.  Its treatment, 
including the coffered ceiling, elevate 
the arrival experience into the 
development. 
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Commission Comment, 
April 26, 2022 Design Team Response  Staff Comments 

- Re-examine and 
refine elevations 
(examined in sketch) 

- Results in improved 
proportions and 
articulation of 
building design 
 

6. Investigate Building 
Datum Lines and 
Proportions in 
Relations to Civic 
Center Context 

- 2nd Floor frieze in 
alignment with 
terminated base of 
George Hale (Permit 
Center) 

- 2nd Floor frieze in 
alignment with 
terminated base of 
YMCA Centennial 
Place 

- Roof height in 
alignment with 
YMCA 

- 5th floor frieze in 
alignment with City 
Hall Frieze” 

Additionally, pursuant to PMC 
Section 17.30.350 (G), the applicant 
is requesting a modification to the 
required arch opening height from 
25’ to 20’ high through the design 
review process. According to the 
applicant, a reduction in the height of 
the opening is necessary in order to 
achieve the arch proportionality with 
the scale of the chamfered entry 
way. Staff concurs that the height 
reduction is a sensible approach to 
achieving a quality design.  
 
Rustication has been reduced along 
all elevations at the 1st and 2nd floors 
and is now limited to the building’s 
corners and projecting features, in 
particular, the chamfered southeast 
entry feature that terminates at 
appropriate locations as shown on 
Sheet CDR-1.6. Staff recommends 
condition # 5 requiring rustication 
and related design elements to turn 
and wrap the corners when possible, 
including decorative friezes. With the 
reduction in rusticated treatment, 
staff also recommends condition # 6 
requiring focus to be given to the use 
of high quality materials and 
craftsmanship throughout the 
building.  
 
A number of refinements have also 
been made to the fenestration and 
detailing of the moldings and 
balconies with the introduction of 
ground floor window sills, the upper-
level frieze raised to meet the bottom 
of the fifth floor windows, decorative 
grilles at notched rooflines, and the 
addition of Juliet balconies on the 
second floor.  
 
Appropriate building datum lines 
have been explored as they relate to 
nearby buildings in the Civic Center 
District. The revision reflects a logical 
and cohesive relationship among 
City Hall, YMCA, and the Hale 
building.  
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Commission Comment, 
April 26, 2022 Design Team Response  Staff Comments 

  
The parapet at the chamfered corner 
is treated with a recessed/paneled 
detail that appears to be a 
continuation of the bays of windows 
beneath it and different from the 
parapet elsewhere. Staff 
recommends condition # 7 requiring 
the parapet to be redesigned to 
match the rest of the building.  
Similarly, the Ramona Street (north) 
elevation is also prominently visible 
and is the longest façade with 
minimal modulation. For this reason, 
staff recommends condition # 8 
requiring the entryway on this façade 
to be highlighted to create a level of 
prominence that echoes the 
sensibility of the side entry of the 
Hale building across the street while 
also achieving consistency with the 
secondary entrance facing Holly 
Street.  
 
The building as a whole leans toward 
being symmetrical in its expression, 
particularly when viewed from the 
corner. By design, the chamfered 
entry volume appears to project 
proud of the adjoining wings on 
either side. This sensibility is further 
highlighted by a recessed reveal on 
the Holly Street elevation created at 
the elevator lobby. Staff 
recommends condition # 9 requiring 
the same/similar reveal to be 
introduced on the Garfield Avenue 
façade to heighten this appearance. 
This can be addressed during Final 
Design Review. 
 

2. Explore an upper-floor 
step-back to relate to 
the massing of the 
lower wings of City 
Hall. 

 

“1. Investigate mansard roof 
     findings 

- Attempt use of 
mansard look to 
diminish the 
apparent mass of 
the top floor 

- Result in significant 
loss of roof area for 
solar panels 

Comment to be addressed with 
recommended conditions of approval 
nos. 5 and 10. 
 
The design team explored a number 
of design alternatives to address the 
building’s massing relationship to 
City Hall including the introduction of 
a mansard roof which would help pull 
the roofline back. However, this 
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Commission Comment, 
April 26, 2022 Design Team Response  Staff Comments 

- Fails to improve 
overall look of 
building 

 
2. Investigate rotation of 

5th floor units to achieve 
stepback 

- Will result in loss of 
square footage and 
3 lost units 

- Will result in new 
unit types will be too 
small to comply with 
universal standards 

 
3. Investigate adjusting 

the parapet height 
except at the corner 

- Dropped parapet 
height along Holly, 
Garfield, and 
Ramona St. 

- Diminishment at top 
floor modified to be 
more like City Hall  
 

4. Investigate raising and 
adjusting the 
entablature up to the 5th 
floor sill 

- Entablature at 5th 
floor raised by 8” 

- Adjust entablature to 
work in harmony 
with reduced 
parapet height and 
scale back top floor” 
 

intervention creates other unintended 
design concerns, including, as 
depicted on CDR-1.8, appearing out 
of scale and gratuitous compared to 
the height and building volume. For it 
to work, the mansard would need to 
be taller to achieve an appropriate 
scale, which would result in the 
building exceeding the maximum 
allowable height, in addition to 
exceeding the height of the YMCA 
and the lower wings of City Hall.  
 
Alternatively, the applicant studied 
reconfiguring residential units on the 
fifth floor directly fronting City Hall to 
create a stepped appearance. This 
revision resulted in a loss of units 
and decreased unit size and was 
therefore rejected by the applicant. 
Staff agrees that this approach is 
unsuccessful as it doesn’t achieve 
the outcome the Design Commission 
had anticipated and the stepped 
units are not fully integrated into the 
building design.  
 
Variations in parapet height were 
introduced along the Garfield Ave., 
Holly Street and Ramona Street 
facades, including a 4-inch reduction 
in the fifth floor-to-ceiling height. Staff 
has recommended condition # 10 
requiring the reduction in floor-to-
ceiling height at each level to the 
extent possible in order to achieve 
noticeable change to the building’s 
perceived mass.  
 
The 5th floor entablature was 
adjusted and raised by 8” and 
projects from the floor approximately 
2’-2” to retain a balanced aesthetic at 
this level and overall. As mentioned 
previously, staff-recommended 
condition # 5 requiring this design 
feature to turn the corner and extend 
continuously across all elevations for 
a finished look.  This can be 
addressed during Final Design 
Review.    
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Commission Comment, 
April 26, 2022 Design Team Response  Staff Comments 

 
 

3. Further study the 
incorporation of design 
features that enhance 
the residential character 
of the building and give 
cues to its use as a 
residential building 
within an institutional 
setting.  

“1. Restudy number of Juliet 
balconies 

- Two sizes of 
balconies at the 
second floor  

- Small balconettes at 
fourth floor 
 

2. Examine proportions 
and use of arches in 
windows 

- Adjusted window 
arch and transom at 
ground floor  

- Adjustments to be 
made based on arch 
to be used at entry 
 
 

Comment satisfactorily addressed. 
 
The design team studied the 
Maryland Hotel located directly 
behind and across the street from 
City Hall at 80 N. Euclid Avenue. 
This is a six-story residential building 
also within the Civic Center District.  
The applicant examined a number of 
the building’s design features, 
specifically, the location and size of 
the Juliet balconies and the 
proportions and use of the arched 
windows. The Maryland features a 
mixed of balcony sizes and arched 
windows, including reverse ogee, 
segmented, full arch and arched 
transom design. 
 
Balconies have now been 
interspersed throughout the facades 
on the second and fourth floor with 
some larger windows as Juliet 
balconies and smaller windows are 
balconettes in alternating bays. Their 
quantity and placement are 
controlled and strategic and do not 
seem to overwhelm the design, while 
also addressing the Commission’s 
concern about the building’s lack of 
residential character.     
 

 
Previous Staff-Recommended Conditions 
 
The majority of staff’s previously recommended conditions of approval have been incorporated 
into the current design by the applicant team. New conditions of approval 5-11, as discussed in 
the table above, are proposed to reflect the current design.  Conditions Nos. 1-3 and 12-14 were 
previously recommended and will be retained as conditions of approval (Attachment A).  
 
ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS: 
 
The project will be constructed on a previously undeveloped site in a historically sensitive 
location within the designated Pasadena Civic Center Historic District.  It is consistent with the 
General Plan, Central District Specific Plan and Zoning designations that apply to the property.  
Staff engaged Michael Baker International, an environmental consulting firm, to evaluate the 
potential environmental impacts of the project and determine whether it would meet the required 
findings for a Categorical Exemption under class 32, “infill development projects.”  Based on the 
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documentation prepared, which is included in Attachment E, the project would not have the 
potential to result in significant impacts related to air quality, traffic, noise, water quality or 
cultural resources and, based on this analysis, staff recommends that the Commission 
determine that the project is Categorically Exempt from CEQA. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
The issues identified at the previous hearing have largely been addressed in the revised plans 
and written responses provided.  Staff has recommended some minor areas of targeted 
additional study for the Commission to review during Final Design Review.  Staff recommends 
that the Commission approve the application for Concept Design Review with conditions in 
Attachment A. 
 

  
Attachments: 
 

A. Recommended conditions of approval 
B. Applicant’s graphic and narrative responses to previous Design Commission comments 
C. Current plans and elevations  
D. Staff report from April 26, 2022 Design Commission meeting (without attachments) 
E. Environmental documentation  
F. OLIN Partnership Plan 

 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
______________________________

  
David M. Reyes 
Director of Planning and  
Community Development 
 

Prepared by: 
 
 
 
_______________________ 
Rathar Duong 
Senior Planner 

Reviewed by: 
 
 
 
________________________ 
Kevin Johnson 
Principal Planner 
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