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November 14, 2025 

Mayor Sara McDowell and Members of the City Council 
City of San Carlos 
600 Elm Street 
San Carlos, CA 94070 

Re:  Adoption of the Downtown Specific Plan – Request to Maintain MU-D-100 Zoning (75 DU/AC 
Minimum) for SamTrans HQ at 1250 San Carlos Avenue 

Dear Mayor McDowell and Councilmembers, 

On behalf of the San Mateo County Transit District (SamTrans), I respectfully ask that the City Council 
maintain the current MU-D-100 zoning for the SamTrans headquarters site at 1250 San Carlos Avenue, 
with a minimum density of 75 dwelling units per acre (DU/AC). On November 3, 2025, the Planning and 
Transportation Commission recommended that the Council increase the minimum density to 90 
(DU/AC).  We ask that you maintain the current zoning.  

Maintaining the zoning district with a minimum density of 75 dwelling units per acre is essential to 
ensure that the site can be redeveloped feasibly into much-needed housing once SamTrans relocates to 
its new Millbrae headquarters in 2026. 

Why Keeping the Current Zoning Matters 

 Economic Feasibility Drives Housing Delivery

Independent analysis by Economic & Planning Systems (EPS) shows that a lower density–75 dwelling 
units per acre—offers the most flexibility in developing this site. Within this density, a project can use 
efficient wood-frame construction (i.e. Type III), which keeps total costs below projected revenues, 
while still allowing the project to meet the City’s inclusionary housing requirements. 

Increasing the minimum density to 90 units per acre would require more expensive steel and concrete 
construction (e.g. Type I), pushing costs up by 25–30 percent and making the project economically 
infeasible until market conditions significantly improve.   
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 A Balanced Minimum Encourages Early Redevelopment 

 
The SamTrans property is the only parcel in the Specific Plan area proposed to have its minimum density 
increased. SamTrans shares the City’s goal of maximizing housing, but too-high minimums risk leaving 
the site vacant for years instead of producing new homes in the near term. Developing housing on this 
site sooner rather than later favors the City’s goals to meet its current RHNA housing obligations of 
2,735 units. 
 
Approving a feasible 75 DU/acre project now means shovels in the ground in roughly 3 years (around 
2028). Pushing for 90 DU/acre could introduce new delays – requiring design changes, density bonus 
waivers, and potential economic infeasibility – which might stall the project for years. Every month of 
delay is a month our community misses out on new homes, including affordable units, and a month the 
HQ building sits empty in the midst of a regional housing crisis. 
 
 Flexibility Supports More Family-Sized Units 

 
Higher minimums often force smaller units to meet the numeric target, limiting the inclusion of two- 
and three-bedroom homes suitable for families. A 75 DU/AC minimum provides flexibility for a healthier 
mix of unit sizes. 
 
 The Site Can Still Grow Through State Density Bonus Tools 

 
Maintaining a 75 DU/AC baseline doesn’t cap future density and SamTrans’ goal is to maximize density 
to the extent feasible. City staff has offered the possibility to use the State Density Bonus Program to 
reduce the minimum density from 90 to 75 DU/AC, however, it is far easier to go “up” than “down” 
under State law.  
 
Left with the existing zoning of MU-D-100 dwelling units per acre, the maximum density will be 100 
DU/AC. However, SamTrans’ feasibility study suggests that development could be feasible up to 120 
DU/AC if market conditions improve. A developer could easily elevate the maximum density from 100 to 
120 DU/AC using the State density bonus law, if needed, and therefore match the upper ceiling of the 
staff proposed density in MU-D-120. 
 
Our Shared Goal 
 
SamTrans is fully committed to advancing housing and mixed-use development on this key downtown 
site as soon as our relocation occurs. We seek only the flexibility needed to make that happen without 
delay.  
 
For these reasons, we respectfully urge the Council to retain the current MU-D-100 zoning and not 
adopt the proposed increase to MU-D-120. This will ensure the project remains economically viable and 
ready to deliver homes for San Carlos in the near term. 
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Thank you for your consideration and partnership in achieving our shared goals for housing and a 
vibrant downtown. Please contact Charla Gomez, Transit Oriented Development (TOD) Manager & 
Special Projects at gomezc@samtrans.com if you have any questions or need additional information. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
April Chan 
General Manager/CEO 
 
cc:  Al Savay, Community and Economic Development Director, City of San Carlos 

Lisa Porras, Planning Manager, City of San Carlos 
San Mateo County Transit District Board of Directors 
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