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September 7, 2023 
 
To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council 

From:  Dee Williams-Ridley, City Manager  

Re: Referral Response: Analysis of the Development Potential of the West 
Berkeley Service Center Site 

SUMMARY 
In 2019, the City Council referred to the City Manager to conduct an analysis of the 
development potential of the West Berkeley Service Center (WBSC) site for senior 
housing and related support services. This memorandum analyzes a range of 
buildout scenarios under various zoning and permitting options, including State 
Density Bonus Law, and presents options for Council action.  
 
BACKGROUND 
In 2016, the City Council adopted a referral to identify City-owned properties that 
have the potential to be used for affordable housing sites (Attachment 1). In 2017, 
staff identified the West Berkeley Service Center (WBSC) at 1900 Sixth Street, 
which currently houses a variety of social services, as one of several sites that met 
selected criteria for housing development suitability (included in Attachment 2).1 In 
2019, the City Council adopted a referral that asked the City Manager to further 
analyze the development potential options for the WBSC to achieve Council goals 
for that site (Attachment 2).   
 
SITE AND SURROUNDING AREA 
The approximately 32,550 square-foot parcel is located at the southwest corner of 
Hearst Avenue and Sixth Street (Figure 1). It currently serves as the location of the 
West Berkeley Family Center, operated by the Health, Housing, and Community 
Services Department’s Public Health Division (HHCS/PHD). At the site, HHCS/PHD 
currently offers a variety of public health and social services for low-income Berkeley 
                                            
1 The 2017 staff report identified six city-owned properties and grouped them into three categories based 
on how they met the following housing suitability criteria: 1) located within zones allowing multifamily 
development; 2) larger than 15,000 square feet; 3) not protected as parks or open space under Measure 
L, the Berkeley Public Parks and Open Space Preservation Ordinance; 4) whether there were existing 
active City uses on the site. The West Berkeley Service Center was in “Group 2” because it met the first 
three criteria but it does have active City uses on site.  
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residents, such as the Women, Infant, and Children (WIC) program, Black Infant 
Health, Immunization clinics and services, food and diaper distribution, and public 
health emergency preparedness. Additionally, there are current plans to create a 
community garden and co-locate various social, public health, and educational 
services at the site until future development initiatives can be realized. Public transit 
accessibility is plentiful, with several high-frequency AC Transit routes and Amtrak 
located within half a mile. In addition, the 4th Street shopping corridor and 
community health care facilities are nearby. Adjacent uses on the block consist of a 
range of commercial uses, including office, retail, personal services and exercise 
studio in one and two-story buildings.  
 
The parcel is in the West Berkeley Plan area as part of a transition area between the 
Fourth Street retail district and the residential area to the east. It is zoned for Mixed-
Use Residential (MU-R) (Figure 2) and has a General Plan land use classification of 
Mixed Use (MU) (Figure 3). 
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Figure 1: Aerial of Project Site 
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Figure 2: Zoning - West Berkeley Service Center and Adjacent Properties 
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Figure 3: General Plan Land Use Designation - West Berkeley Service Center and 
Adjacent Properties 

  
 
 
 
ANALYSIS OF ZONING OPTIONS  
Consistent with the Council’s referral, staff analyzed options to maximize residential 
density, including affordable senior units, to maintain existing social services, and to 
introduce supportive housing uses. 
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Staff analysis considered the impacts of the following variables on development 
potential: 

• Zoning Designation. Maintaining the existing MU-R zoning, amending the 
zoning designation to West Berkeley Commercial (C-W) or Multiple-Family 
Residential (R-3), or establishing an overlay district. 

• State Streamlining Laws. The relevance of state laws such as SB 35 or AB 
2162 that allow for streamlined, ministerial approval.  

• State Density Bonus. The use of the Density Bonus Law to increase allowed 
floor area or building envelope. 

 
The Council referral directed staff to evaluate the development potential for a project 
containing senior housing with ground-floor resident amenities, supportive social 
services, and community space. Depending on the type of senior housing desired, 
the project could include the following (which require different zoning permits): 
 

• A Mixed-Use Residential project, containing dwelling units, incidental 
residential amenities, community center space, and offices for supportive 
social services. This would require a Use Permit with a public hearing 
(UP(PH)) in the MU-R, C-W and R-3 districts. 

• A Senior Congregate Housing project, containing group living 
accommodations occupied by persons 60 years or older who live in sleeping 
rooms without kitchen facilities, which contains congregate bath and/or 
dining facilities. This would require a UP(PH) in the MU-R, C-W and R-3 
districts.  

• A Community Care Facility, consisting of a state-licensed facility for non-
medical care and supervision of elderly persons, is allowed with a Zoning 
Certificate in the C-W district, and a Use Permit in the R-3 district. 
Construction of new community care facilities is allowed with a Use Permit 
in the MU-R district, pursuant to changes recently adopted by the City 
Council in July that align the zoning code with State law requirements. 

 
Regardless of the type of senior housing developed, the project would be required to 
comply with the development standards of the applicable zoning district. Table 1 
below lists the development standards for each potential zoning district under 
consideration. 
 
The R-3 zone provides the most restrictive development envelope. Changing the 
site’s zoning to R-3 would requiring changing the General Plan land use designation 
of the site from Mixed Use to the lower density Medium Density Residential 
designation. This change may be inconsistent with the objective of optimizing the 
site’s development potential for senior housing.  
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Table 1. Permit Requirements and Development Standards 

Development standard MU-R 
(existing) 

C-W 
(on same block) 

R-3 
(across 6th 

Street) 

Lot area, Min.  
Per dwelling 
unit 1,250 sq. ft. N/A N/A 

Per GLA 
resident N/A N/A 350 sq. ft. 

FAR, Max. 1.5 3.0 N/A 
Building 
Height, Max. 

Height 35 ft. 50 ft. 35 ft. 
Stories 3 4 3 

Setbacks, 
Min. 

Front 5 ft. 0 ft. 15 ft. 
Rear 0 ft. 0 ft. 15 ft. 

Interior Side 0 ft.  0 ft. 
4 ft. (1st-2nd 

stories) 
6 ft. (3rd story) 

Street Side  
10 ft.* 

Across from 
residential 

district 

20 ft.* 
Across from R-1(A) 

6 ft. (1st story) 
8 ft. (2nd story) 
10 ft. (3rd story) 

Building Separation, Min. 0 ft. 0 ft. 
8 ft. (1st story) 

12 ft. (2nd story) 
16 ft. (3rd story) 

Usable open space per 
dwelling unit, Min. 

150 sq. ft. 
(dwelling 

units) 

40 sq. ft. 
(dwelling units) 

200 sq. ft. 
(dwelling units) 

No minimum 
(GLA’s) 90 sq. ft. (GLA’s) 

Lot Coverage, Max. 100% 100% 

50% (One or 
two-story 
building)  

45% (Three- 
story building) 

 
 
Staff also considered an overlay zone, which is typically applied over multiple 
underlying zoning districts in order to establish additional regulations that serve a 
particular public purpose (e.g., Hillside Overlay, Civic Center District). An overlay 
zone typically modifies development standards and administrative processes, rather 
than allowed land uses. Given these limitations, staff do not recommend rezoning to 
R-3 nor creating an overlay zone. 
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REFINING OPTIONS 
 
State Streamlining Laws 

California has passed laws that allow certain affordable housing projects to undergo 
streamlined ministerial processes subject only to objective development standards. 
Use of these laws increases development certainty while reducing project timelines, 
both of which lower costs and ultimately support the production of affordable units. 
As shown in Table 2 on the following page, the State streamlining laws relevant to 
the project are SB 35 (2017) and AB 2162 (2018).2 
 
Given the state requirements for affordability levels, workforce benefits, and 
additional supportive housing requirements, SB 35 is the most likely streamlining 
mechanism to be used. SB 35 has lower affordability requirements and no 
supportive housing requirement compared to AB 2162, which requires maintaining 
services to formerly homeless residents and partnership with a service provider. For 
these reasons, staff’s analysis assumes that the developer would likely opt to meet 
SB 35 requirements to achieve streamlining. 
 

Density Bonus Law 
For housing development projects that provide a certain percentage of affordable 
units or senior housing, the California Density Bonus Law3 requires cities to grant a 
density increase over “the otherwise maximum allowable gross residential density” 
for the zoning district and the General Plan. In addition to a bonus in number of 
units, State Density Bonus Law provides for incentives and concessions to reduce 
the cost of providing affordable housing, and/or waivers to development standards 
(e.g., open space requirements, height limits, setbacks, parking requirements) to 
achieve the densities allowed by the law. 
 
The amount of the density bonus and the number of incentives or concessions 
granted generally increases with project affordability levels. At the affordability level 
required by SB 35 for ministerial approval in Berkeley (currently 50 percent of units 
for low-income households), a project can receive a 50 percent density bonus and 
three incentives or concessions. 
 
In addition, AB 1763 (2019) expands State Density Bonus Law to housing projects 
that are 100 percent to lower-income households (excluding manager units) with up 
to 20 percent of units for moderate-income households. Projects near transit, such 
as the West Berkeley Service Center site, are not subject to density limits, may raise 
height limits by three stories or 33 feet, and are allowed up to four concessions. 
                                            
2 Based on staff’s analysis, the site is not eligible for streamlining under the provisions of AB 2011. 
3 Government Code Section 65915. 
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=65915&lawCode=GOV  

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=65915&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=65915&lawCode=GOV
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Table 2. Applicable State Ministerial Approval Laws for Affordable Housing 
Developments 

State Law 
Requirements 

SB 35 AB 2162 

Housing Type Residential and mixed-use projects with 
at least 50% affordable housing  

100% affordable housing projects where at 
least 25% of units (or 12 units, whichever 
is greater) are set aside for supportive 
housing (housing for formerly homeless 
residents) 

Additional 
Requirements 

N/A Onsite supportive services aimed at 
transitioning residents to regular life and 
housing, units with bathrooms and private 
cooking facilities, developer supportive 
services plan 

Workforce 
Requirements 

If government project: The project must 
pay prevailing wages 

If project has at least 75 units and is not 
100% affordable: The project must use 
skilled and trained workforce 

N/A 

Tribal 
Consultation 

Required Not required 

Time Limit to 
Determine 
Eligibility 

Up to 150 units: 60 calendar days 
Over 150 units: 90 calendar days 

30 days 

Time Limit to 
Review and 
Act on 
Application 

Up to 150 units: 90 calendar days 
Over 150 units: 180 calendar days 

Up to 50 units: 60 days 
Over 50 units: 120 days 

 
 

Development Potential 
The maximum development potential of the site depends on a number of factors that 
a developer would take into consideration when designing a project. Staff made a 
set of assumptions in order to illustrate the relative difference in development 
potential under the MU-R and C-W zoning district standards, as well as the 
magnitude of change allowed with State Density Bonus law under SB 35 (50 percent 
bonus) or unlimited bonus under AB 1763.4 Specifically, staff assumed an average 
unit size of 550 square feet5 and 20 percent common area6 in both the base and 
density bonus projects, and 85 percent lot coverage in the density bonus project.  
 

                                            
4The City Council’s referral specified affordable senior housing, thus staff did not consider a scenario 
allowed under density bonus law for senior housing that does not include affordability requirements. 
5 Staff reviewed the average unit size of five recent affordable senior housing projects approved or 
constructed in the region and found the average unit size to be approximately 550 square feet, consisting 
of studios, 1- and 2-bedroom units. 
6 Residential floor area not part of dwelling unit, such as common space, circulation (e.g., hallways). 
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As shown in Table 3 below, State Density Bonus Law allows significantly more units 
to be built than would otherwise be allowed in the base project. This is especially 
true for a 100 percent affordable project. With a zoning designation of MU-R, the 
base project could contain up to 26 units, as the maximum density is limited to one 
dwelling unit per 1,250 square feet of lot area. Applying a 50 percent density bonus 
to the base project to facilitate SB 35 streamlining, up to 39 units would be allowed. 
AB 1763 does not limit the project density, so the limiting factor would be the 
additional three stories allowed above the maximum of three stories, for a total of up 
to six stories allowed on the site. Given staff assumptions for unit size and lot 
coverage, it could be possible to build 190 units in six stories with AB 1763. With a 
zoning designation of C-W, the base project could contain 105 units, potentially 
increasing to approximately 150 units in six stories with a 50 percent density bonus, 
and potentially around 230 units in seven stories with an AB 1763 density bonus.  
 
 
Table 3. West Berkeley Service Center Example Development Scenarios 
Project Type % of Project As 

Affordable 
Housing   

MU-R C-W 

Base project 
 

0% 26 units, 3 stories 105 units, 4 stories 

50% density bonus 50% (Required 
for SB35 
streamlining) 

39 units, 4 stories 150 units, 6 stories 

No density limit + 3-
story height increase 
(AB 1763) 

100% 190 units, 6 stories 230 units, 7 stories  

 
Table 3 shows that the development potential of the site is greater when subject to 
the C-W district standards than the MU-R standards under the base and density 
bonus project conditions. However, because a project under AB 1763 would not be 
subject to a density standard, a 100 percent affordable project with MU-R zoning 
results in a development potential that is similar to that which can be achieved under 
C-W standards. The expanded baseline building envelope allowed in the C-W 
district provides for a further increase in the number of potential units under AB 
1763. Ultimately, the number of units, building envelope and amount of affordable 
housing depends on a number of factors, such as the availability of affordable 
housing subsidy and overall economic feasibility. Recently developed affordable 
housing projects have tended to include fewer than 100 units. 
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Zoning Map and General Plan Amendment 
The build-out scenarios presented above indicate that a zoning map amendment 
from MU-R to C-W would maximize production of affordable housing at the site. In 
addition, the C-W district would allow new construction of community care facilities 
with a Zoning Certificate while MU-R would require a Use Permit. This action would 
require a General Plan amendment to change the land use designation from Mixed 
Use-Residential (MU) to Avenue Commercial (AC). The associated environmental 
review process would consist of preparing an addendum to the Housing Element 
EIR, as the site has been identified as a sixth cycle Housing Opportunity Site.7  
 

Fiscal Impacts 
Staff estimates that it would take approximately three to six months for staff to work 
with a consultant to prepare required environmental review documents, which would 
include required technical studies and tribal consultation. This effort is estimated to 
cost approximately $60,000, excluding any additional City contributions from the 
Housing Trust Fund program that would likely be needed for a 100% affordable 
housing project (beyond state and federal tax credits) or staff time to manage the 
rezoning and environmental review. The amendments and resolution would be 
considered by the Planning Commission, followed by the City Council for approval 
and adoption. 
  
NEXT STEPS 
The City Council can consider whether to proceed with rezoning the site to C-W and 
allocate funding for the environmental review, or refer to the City Manager to develop 
recommendations to Council that would inform a Request For Proposals (RFP) to 
develop senior housing on the site under the current zoning (MU-R). The RFP would 
include specifications for the desired amount of housing on site, unit sizes, level of 
affordability, as well as integration with amenities and services.  
 
 
Attachments:  

1. Council Referral: Analyzing All City-Owned Properties for Potential for Housing 
Development (2016) 

2. Council Referral: Development of the West Berkeley Service Center, 1900 6th 
Street, for Senior Housing with Supportive Services (2019) 
• Also Includes Referral Response: Analysis of City-Owned Property for 

Potential for Housing Development (2017) 
 

 
 

                                            
7 The lot area is approximately 32,500 square feet. 
dix C-25. It was not included in the fifth cycle housing element, so AB 1397 does not apply. 
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cc: LaTanya Bellow, Deputy City Manager 
Anne Cardwell, Deputy City Manager 
Jenny Wong, City Auditor 
Farimah Brown, City Attorney 
Mark Numainville, City Clerk 
Matthai Chakko, Assistant to the City Manager 
Jordan Klein, Planning and Development Director 
Lisa Warhuus, Health, Housing and Community Services Director 

 



Susan Wengraf 
Councilmember District 6

2180 Milvia Street, Berkeley, CA 94704 ● Tel: (510) 981-7160 ● TDD: (510) 981-6903 ● Fax: (510) 981-7166
E-Mail: swengraf@cityofberkeley.info

CONSENT CALENDAR
April 5, 2016

To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council
From: Councilmember Susan Wengraf 

Subject:    Analyzing All City-Owned Properties for Potential for Housing Development

RECOMMENDATION 
Request that the City Manager explore the opportunity for the City of Berkeley to build 
housing on city-owned property: conduct an inventory of city owned properties and 
return to City Council as soon as possible with an evaluation and analysis of those 
properties that are appropriate for the development of affordable housing.

BACKGROUND

Across the state of California, urban centers are experiencing a crisis in housing 
availability at all levels of affordability. The crisis is very severe in the Bay Area. Lack of 
funds and subsidies from the state and federal government has exacerbated the 
obstacles to developing housing at all levels of affordability. In addition, the scarcity and 
the high cost of land in the Bay Area and in Berkeley, specifically, is an enormous 
barrier to producing affordable housing. Berkeley needs to optimize its limited resources 
now and look to partner with housing developers to build housing on city-owned land.

The City of Berkeley has a unique opportunity. The two senior centers, "North", on MLK 
and Hearst, and "South" on Ellis and Ashby and the Service Center on 6th Street are all 
in need of significant renovation. Now is the time to evaluate these properties to 
determine if it is feasible to create a mixed-use, housing/community center on these 
sites prior to spending millions of dollars on the current structures. 

All City owned properties should be explored and evaluated for their potential as sites 
for housing development.

In addition, the Berkeley Unified School District owns property that has the potential to 
be developed as housing. The City of Berkeley should work closely with the BUSD to 
encourage them to move forward with their own analysis of potential housing sites that 
are currently under- utilized.

Attachment 1



This severe housing crisis calls for all publicly owned land to be evaluated and 
considered.

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS:  Staff time

CONTACT: Councilmember Susan Wengraf  Council District 6 510-981-7160



Attachment 3
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