
 
 

2.0 LAND USE 
 
 



2.0 LAND USE 
 

 
Town of Corte Madera 

General Plan Update 
Draft Background Report 

2-1

2.1 Existing Setting and Land Use  
 
The Town of Corte Madera is located in Marin County, approximately nine miles north 
of San Francisco.  It is flanked to the east by San Francisco Bay and to the west by Mount 
Tamalpais.  Highway 101, the main freeway connecting San Francisco with other 
communities in Marin County and Sonoma County to the north, bisects Corte Madera.  
Corte Madera adjoins the Town of Tiburon to the southeast, the City of Mill Valley to the 
south, unincorporated lands (mostly in open space preserves) in Marin County to the 
west, and the City of Larkspur to the north.  A regional location map and local location 
map are provided in Figures 2.1.1 and 2.1.2. 
 
Incorporated in 1916, Corte Madera occupies approximately four square miles.  The 
Planning Area boundary (the study area for the General Plan update) reflects the Town’s 
current Sphere of Influence boundary, depicted in Figure 2.7.1.  (A discussion of the 
Sphere of Influence is provided in Section 2.7, below.)  The Town is largely built-out, 
with only a few individual parcels left undeveloped that aren’t otherwise classified as 
open space or in some form of preserve.  With a current population of 9,234, Corte 
Madera serves as a “bedroom” community to larger employment centers in San 
Francisco.  It also provides regional shopping opportunities for the Marin County area 
through two large shopping malls. 
 
Within Corte Madera, the existing land use pattern is generally reflective of the land use 
designations in the Town’s current (1989) General Plan, with a mix of residential 
neighborhoods and commercial centers, combined with parks and open spaces.  The 
Town can be categorized by several distinct features, neighborhoods or areas: 
 

• Highway 101 corridor divides the community along a north/south axis. 
 
• Regional shopping centers (the Village Shopping Center and Town Center 

regional shopping malls) are located near the center of Town by the Highway 
101/Tamalpais Drive interchange. 

 
• Town center buildings and facilities are located along the north side of Tamalpais 

Drive, including the Town Hall, Town Park, Fire and Police Department 
offices/station, Post Office and Recreation Center. 

 
• Historic Village Square around Menke Park, located in the western portion of the 

Town along Tamalpais Boulevard.  The park site is surrounded by a series of 
older buildings, now mostly in commercial use. 

 
• Eastern residential neighborhoods, located east of Highway 101 along the 

Paradise Drive corridor.  These areas contain mostly detached single-family 
residences. 
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• Western residential neighborhoods, located west of Highway 101.  These 
neighborhoods are confined to flatter portions of the Town, and contain mostly 
detached single-family residences, but also include some multi-family residential 
units. 

 
• Upslope residential neighborhoods are generally contained on hilly portions of 

the Town west of Highway 101, south of Tamalpais Drive on Chapman Hill and 
west of Corte Madera Avenue in the Christmas Tree Hill area.  These areas 
contain mostly detached, single-family residences and are characterized by steep 
terrain and winding residential streets. 

 
• Ecological/Open Spaces such as the Corte Madera State Ecological Reserve and 

various Open Space Preserves, providing substantial open and natural areas. 
 
The Town can also be characterized by its general setting, which combines a sense of 
small-town feel (due to its relatively small size, limited population and lower residential 
density of development) and natural, wooded hillsides that lead to the vast open spaces 
and recreational trails around Mount Tamalpais and other open land to the west. 
 
2.2 Historic Land Use and Development in Corte Madera 

 
In 1834 John Reed was awarded the first Mexican land grant north of San Francisco.  The 
nine square miles Reed received, which included the area from the tip of the Tiburon 
peninsula to several miles northwest, was designated as Rancho de Corte Madera del 
Presidio.  Present-day Corte Madera lies within the boundaries of John Reed’s Rancho. 
  
The Rancho was rich with timber and grazing lands, and was able to support a variety of 
commercial enterprises. However, the rancho way of life was virtually destroyed 
following the U.S. – Mexican War and American statehood.  With the discovery of gold 
at Coloma in 1848, squatters eventually occupied large sections of rancho lands, 
including Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio.  
 
The national Homestead Act of 1862 allowed these settlers to establish small dairy farms 
on the grassy hillsides in the Rancho.  These small farms and dairies were on lands that 
were often taken over by land speculators.  In 1871 Frank M. Pixley paid $2,000 in gold 
coin to land speculators to buy title for about 190 acres between Mount Tamalpais and 
the San Francisco Bay.  This eventually became known as Owl’s Wood.  Old Corte 
Madera was built on the lands of Owl’s Wood.  
 
The rustic retreat and serenity of Owl’s Wood was displaced when the North Pacific 
Coast Railway gained permission to lay tracks across the land in 1873.  Completion of 
the railroad in 1875 was a turning point for the township of Corte Madera.  The railroad 
tunnel under Corte Madera Ridge encouraged growth and development because it 
provided a fast and convenient connection to San Francisco. 
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In 1887 there were only three homes in Corte Madera.  With the arrival of the railroad, 
cottages and bungalows began to be developed. Corte Madera had acquired a reputation 
as a health and pleasure resort.  A 136-acre portion of Owl’s Wood was subdivided into 
small parcels.  Tracts were designed for and sold as summer residences and soon dotted 
the landscape.  With easy access to San Francisco, its beautiful landscape and moderate 
weather, many families were drawn to the suburban setting of Corte Madera.  Homes 
built for year-round use accompanied the summer cottages.  High-class residential areas 
with villa homesites were built on the hillsides.  Some of Corte Madera’s rustic, rural 
qualities were replaced by amenities the residents enjoyed when they lived in San 
Francisco.  In 1916 the citizens of Corte Madera voted in favor of incorporation. 
 
In the early 1900s, a system of floodgates was constructed to drain the marshlands and 
convert 1,400 acres into pastures for the Meadowsweet Farm Dairy.  The dairy operated 
for ten years and offered employment during the Depression years from 1929-1933. The 
subsequent departure of the dairy industry created additional opportunity for land 
development.   In 1937, 23 acres of this pastureland was sold for what is now Town Park.  
 
Together with filling in marshlands and the reclamation of tidelands, development 
continued.  (See pre-development shoreline location depicted in Figure 2.2.1.)  After 
World War II, ranch-style homes found eager buyers among families with children.  
Construction of the Redwood Highway (Highway 101) across Corte Madera’s marshland 
in 1929 and the opening of the Golden Gate Bridge in 1937 also marked great changes in 
the area.  The post-war era through the 1960s marked Corte Madera’s most significant 
growth period, with population increasing from 1,098 in 1940 to 8,464 in 1970. 
 
These changes and general pattern of development which began in the 1930s and 1940s 
continued through the 1960s and 1970s, with additional residential and commercial 
development, including development of the Corte Madera Shopping Center in 1960.  
Community sentiment began to change in the 1970s, however, driven by continued 
pressure to develop Corte Madera.  Citizen and government efforts lead to acquisition 
and dedication of regional open space areas and ecologically sensitive lands in and 
around the Town, including the Corte Madera State Ecological Reserve, and a general 
slowing of the pace of development. 
 
Historic photographs of the Corte Madera area are shown in Figure 2.2.2.a-d. 
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Figure 2.2.2.a.  Corte Madera Village Square and Railroad Park, 1926.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.2.2.b.  Corte Madera Railroad Station in Village Square, 1907. 
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Figure 2.2.2.c.  Corte Madera railroad crossing and view down First Street (now  
Tamalpais Drive), circa 1898. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.2.2.d.  Village Square and “Little Tamalpais” (now Christmas Tree Hill), 1913. 
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2.3     Physical Form and Town Design 
 
The Town of Corte Madera is defined in large part by its physical development.  As 
discussed in Section 2.2, Historic Land Use and Development, the general layout and 
extent of Corte Madera began to emerge almost 100 years ago.  Residential development 
through the 1950s further defined this development pattern, and with commercial center 
development in the 1960s and, more recently, with The Village and Town Center malls, 
the Town now stands largely built out. 
 
As further discussed in Section 7.6, Visual Resources, Corte Madera in many respects is 
a town of visual contrasts.  It offers residential development that is in one location 
predominantly rural in its feel, with landscaped hillsides and low-density residential 
neighborhoods, while in other areas offers very modern homes and a distinctly more 
urbanized feel.  It also varies in its scale and types of commercial development, with the 
large, modern appearance of The Village and Town Center malls, to older neighborhood 
commercial centers, as well as the historic commercial district surrounding Menke Park.  
The physical forms of the Town also offer contrasts, from the extensive marsh and tidal 
lands along the San Francisco Bay to the steep hillsides that provide gateways to Mount 
Tamalpais and regional open spaces of Marin County.  In many respects, it is this 
diversity in the built and natural environments that helps define the character of the 
Town. 
 
Design styles vary in response to location in the Town, with the greatest variety in 
architectural styles typically occurring in residential neighborhoods.  Here, design 
approaches range from Victorian’s and chalet styles to single-story ranch, to very 
modern.  The contrast in commercial and office center developments tends to fall into 
one of three categories: historical (i.e., Victorian-style); older neighborhood commercial 
centers (some with relatively non-descript design styles, and often with minimal or no 
landscaping and accompanying site improvements), and the modern commercial and 
office centers in and around Highway 101. 
  
2.4 Existing General Plan 
 
The Corte Madera General Plan was adopted by the Town Council in December 1989 
following a two-year process that included extensive public participation.  The General 
Plan sets forth a series of guiding and implementing policies intended to reflect and 
preserve the Town’s character created by the built environment.  The General Plan 
emphasizes the small-town feeling of Corte Madera, with accompanying themes of open 
space preservation and protection of neighborhood character.  The General Plan 
addresses (includes) all seven State-mandated elements: land use, open space and 
conservation, housing, transportation, safety and noise.  It includes three primary purpose 
statements: 
 

• To enable the Planning Commission and Town Council to reach agreement on 
long-range development policies, 
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• To provide a basis for judging whether specific private development proposals 
and public projects are in harmony with the policies, and 

 
• To inform other public agencies and private developers of the Town’s 

development policies so that they will be able to design projects that are 
consistent with Town policies. 

 
The scope (time-line horizon) of the General Plan was identified as 20 years.  It utilizes a 
General Plan Diagram, a land use designation map, to depict land use (see Figure 2.4.1).  
The Diagram sets forth a range of land use classifications, including varying residential 
densities, commercial, office, industrial, parks, and open space designations.  The land 
use diagram is intended to work in concert with a series of guiding and implementation 
policies contained in each specific element. 
 
The Town Council stated its intent to update the General Plan in 2000, approving a scope 
of work/work plan to undertake the update process.  This Background Report marks the 
first in a series of documents supporting the update and leading to adoption of a new 
General Plan in 2003. 
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2.5 Existing Zoning 
 
The Zoning Ordinance was adopted by the Town Council in 1994 under Ordinance 785.  
The Zoning Ordinance is a primary tool for implementing the policies of the General 
Plan.  The Zoning Ordinance establishes Zoning Districts based upon the General Plan 
land use designations, summarized in Table 2.5.1. 
 

Table 2.5.1: Zoning Districts 
 
District Zoning District Corollary General Plan Land Use Designation 

R-2 Low-density multiple-dwelling district Multifamily Residential (from 5.8 to 10.9 units/net 
acre) 

R-1 Medium-density residential district 
Medium Density Residential (from 2.2 to 5.8 units/net 
acre) 

R-1-A Low-density residential district Low Density Residential (from 1.0 to 2.2 units/net 
acre) 

R-1-B Very-low-density residential district Very Low Residential (from .2 to 1.0 units/net acre) 

R-1-C Open residential district Open Residential (from 0 to .2 units/net acre) 

O 
Professional and administrative office 
district Office 

C-1 Local shopping district Local-Serving Commercial 
C-2 Regional shopping district Regional-Serving Commercial 
C-3 Highway commercial district Regional-Serving Commercial 
C-4 Commercial service district Commercial Services 
M Light industrial district Light Industrial 

FC 
Flood control and drainage facilities 
district Public Facilities 

POS 
Parks, open space, and natural habitat 
district Parks 

P/SP Public and semi-public facilities district Public/Semi-Public 

W Waterbodies/waterways Waterbodies/Waterways and Related Habitat 

HLC Hillside land capacity overlay district NA 

BRNH Baylands risk zone and natural habitat 
overlay district 

N/A 

P-D Planned development overlay district N/A 

CTH Christmas Tree Hill overlay district N/A 

H-P Historic preservation overlay district. N/A 
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The Zoning Ordinance is detailed document that addresses physical development 
standards and criteria for the Town, and includes the following: 
 

• Definition of terms, 
• Explanation of zones (districts) and zone boundaries, 
• Residential, Professional and Administrative Office, Commercial, Light 

Industrial and Public Use Districts, 
• Special Overlay Districts, 
• Sign provisions, 
• General Provisions and Exceptions, 
• Processing requirements for Use Permits, Variances, and Design Review, 
• Non-Conforming use and structures,  
• Appeals process, and 
• A Zoning Map.  The Zoning Map shows the locations of the zoning districts, 

which in turn are based upon (and thereby implements) the land use designations 
of the General Plan, illustrated in Table 2.5.1.  

 
Upon completion of the General Plan update, the Zoning Ordinance may require updating 
to reflect the range of new land use policies and any changes to the land use designations 
or land use diagram. 
 
2.6 Surrounding Community Plans and Issues 
 
Marin County 
 
Marin County, whose unincorporated lands adjoin Corte Madera on its western border, is 
in the process of updating its General Plan.  Marin’s Countywide Plan for 2000 – 2004 
focuses largely on sustainability with updated elements addressing current issues.  Those 
issues emphasized encompass: traffic congestion (specifically, Highway 101 during rush 
hour) and the expansion of public transportation systems; the affordable housing need for 
the local workforce and community; energy conservation, which includes reducing 
consumption, reusing and recycling resources; and the preservation of Marin’s natural 
beauty: protection of open space and wilderness. These same themes are addressed in the 
surrounding communities’ General Plans, including the ongoing interest of maintaining 
open space separators between communities. 
 
City of Larkspur 
 
The City of Larkspur lies adjacent to and north of Corte Madera. The only topographical 
separations between Larkspur and Corte Madera are Palm Hill and the right-of-way and 
embankments of the former Northwestern Pacific Railroad.  Both Larkspur and Corte 
Madera are two of several communities within a sub-region of Marin County, the Lower 
Ross Valley.   
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Larkspur adopted its General Plan in 1990.  The Plan addresses a wide range of issues 
specific issues, including preservation of community character, provision of necessary 
public services, transportation/congestion and housing affordability.  Shared land use 
between Larkspur and Corte Madera consists of public school acreage and open space, 
such as the Creekside Park, Northridge Open Space Preserve, and the Shoreline/Marsh 
Conservation Area.   
 
The City of Larkspur and the Town of Corte Madera share traffic corridors providing 
local access to community facilities.  As a result, circulation issues present in Corte 
Madera significantly affect the City of Larkspur, and vice versa, particularly with respect 
to commute patterns for workers accessing Highway 101.  Some of these are problems 
that may include intersections operating at unacceptable levels of standards (LOS), poor 
signage, opposition to (warranted) traffic signals at certain intersections, and finding 
workable improvements to the interchanges with Highway 101.   
 
In 1980 Larkspur and Corte Madera merged police services into a consolidated Twin 
Cities Police Department that originally had two offices. This earlier separation of 
services created problems regarding information storage and retrieval, and the day-to-day 
personal interactions, thus prompting consideration of a single, central location. 
 
Town of Tiburon 
 
The Town of Tiburon is located southeast of and adjacent to Corte Madera.  The Tiburon 
General Plan was adopted in 1989.  The Plan addresses a similar range of issues to those 
of other Marin County communities: preservation of neighborhood character, limiting or 
reducing traffic congestion, and protection of the environment from inappropriate 
development.  The General plan also addresses issues more specific to the Town, such as 
ensuring appropriate use or development of shoreline areas along San Francisco Bay and 
limiting the extent of destination tourist facilities as a means of preserving residential 
character of the community. 
 
City of Mill Valley 
 
Mill Valley is bounded on the north by the Town of Corte Madera.  Mill Valley’s 
General Plan was adopted in 1989.  It addresses major issues of pressures for growth, 
development (buildout) or large undeveloped parcels, infill development in existing 
neighborhoods, traffic and congestion, affordable housing, surplus commercial lands, 
schools and natural resource preservation.  Largely affecting the small, local-serving 
businesses in Mill Valley are the commercial trends that indicate increasing competition 
from new shopping centers elsewhere in Marin County, including those now located in 
Corte Madera.  
  
The location of these communities is shown in the Local Location Map, Figure 2.1.2. 
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2.7        Sphere of Influence and Corte Madera Town Limits  
 
The Town of Corte Madera currently encompasses approximately four square miles.  In 
California, each city is required to identify its planned Sphere of Influence, the area 
expected to ultimately be served with public services by the city.  The agency responsible 
for considering and approving amendments to local Spheres of Influence is the Marin 
Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo).  LAFCo’s also provide similar services 
with respect to other public agency boundaries, such as water districts.  Any request to 
annex lands to a city or to amend district boundaries requires LAFCo approval. 
 
The Sphere of Influence for the Town of Corte Madera includes all lands within the 
incorporated Town limits, as well as additional lands just beyond the Town limit line.  
There are only three such areas in the Sphere of Influence but beyond the Town limits:  
 

• A large area within San Francisco Bay,  
 
• Lands just beyond the southern Town limit near Tiburon and the Ring Mountain 

Open Space Preserve, and 
 

• The area encompassed by the Greenbrae Boardwalk area at the north edge of the 
Town by Highway 101 and the northern edge of the Corte Madera State 
Ecological Reserve.   

 
The Town has not identified plans to annex any of these lands to Corte Madera for the 
foreseeable future.  The Town limits and Sphere of Influence are shown in Figure 2.7.1. 
 
2.8          Vacant Lands and Existing Development Capacity 
 
Vacant Lands in Corte Madera 
 
The 1989 General Plan identified that Corte Madera was 90 percent developed.  More 
recent estimates have put Town build-out at 95 percent, while the analysis undertaken for 
this Background Report suggests a number approaching 100 percent (when evaluating the 
extent of the vacant lands and their development potential.)   
 
The Town of Corte Madera conducted a vacant and non-urbanized lands inventory in 
August 2000.  For this General Plan update and preparation of the Background Report, 
the inventory was updated using field surveying and County Assessor data.  The purpose 
of the updated inventory is to first identify those lands within the Town that are currently 
vacant or non-urbanized and secondly to provide a clearer picture of the development 
potential of the vacant lands.  The location of the Town’s remaining vacant lands is 
depicted in Figure 2.8.1. 
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As the map indicates, the vast majority of vacant lands in the Town are designated in 
some form of open space (parks, in hillside or wetlands classifications).  A summary of 
vacant lands is provided in Table 2.8.1. 
 

Table 2.8.1:  Summary of Vacant Lands in Corte Madera 
 

General Plan Designation Acreage No. of Parcels 

Multifamily Residential (from 5.8 to 10.9 units/net 
acre; higher densities possible for senior housing 1.70 1 

Medium Density Residential (from 2.2 to 5.8 
units/net acre)  3.18 9 

Low Density Residential (from 1.0 to 2.2 units/net 
acre)  62.76 22 

Very Low Density Residential (from .2 to 1.0 
units/net acre) 

13.06 4 

Open Residential (from 0 to .2 units/net acre)  33.52 4 

Commercial Services 1.82 2 

Public Facilities 1.21 1 

Parks/Hillsides/Wetlands 562.74 28 

Total Acreage of Vacant Lands: 679.99 Acres 

 
Description of Vacant Lands by General Plan Designation 
 
Multifamily Residential 
 
This 1.70-acre parcel is located on the northern boundary of the Tiburon Ridge Open 
Space Preserve, extending upslope from the Koch Service Road by Highway 101.  It is 
substantially constrained for development due to steep slopes, tree coverage, the presence 
of the Highway (noise issues) and the adjoining Open Space, and by limited access. 
 
Medium Density Residential 
 
The nine vacant parcels designated as “Medium Density Residential” are zoned “R-1” for 
Medium-Density Residential.  With one exception, these parcels are less than one acre in 
size.  Vacant parcels with this designation are located in the hillside areas of the Town.  
At least three of these are covered with heavy vegetation, large trees, steeps slopes, and 
streams.  Most of the parcels are difficult to access, and are generally considered difficult 
to develop.  Two of the eight parcels contain remnants of buildings and driveways.    
 
Low Density Residential 
 
These 22 parcels are zoned “R-1-A” for Low-Density Residential and are located 
primarily in the hills of Corte Madera, although three are situated on the Bay along 
Paradise Drive.  Parcels range in size from less than one-tenth of an acre to over nine 



2.0 LAND USE 
 

 
Town of Corte Madera 

General Plan Update 
Draft Background Report 

2-19

acres in size.  Upland parcels are located in remote sections of the hills and on moderate 
to steep slopes.  The parcels often have substantial vegetation coverage and are 
considered undevelopable or difficult to develop.  Two of the larger sites should fall into 
the undevelopable category: near Quarry Meadows (with difficult access, a stream 
corridor, heavy tree coverage and steep slopes), and the Bowl site along Meadow Ridge 
Drive (which is classified as open space under the terms of the site’s surrounding 
subdivision).  One exception may be the vacant parcel at the corner of Casa Buena and 
Meadowsweet Drives; while the parcel is sloping, it has easy access.  However, its 
development could be constrained because of its proximity to Highway 101 and noise 
issues. Of the three parcels situated along San Francisco Bay, only one appears to be 
technically buildable, given the presence of a dilapidated building on site.  Of the two 
other parcels, one is used for storage by its owner (next door) while the other parcel is 
irregularly shaped, with steep slopes dipping sharply into the Bay.  All three parcels are 
considered as wetlands, and subject to the provisions of the Baylands Risk Zone and 
Habitat Overlay District. 
 
Very Low Density Residential 
 
These four parcels, totaling 13 acres, are situated upslope from Quarry Meadows past the 
terminus of South Way (near Sausalito Street).  They are similarly constrained as the 
vacant Low Density Residential sites which they adjoin to the north: steep slopes, 
drainage course, large trees and access limitations. 
 
Open Residential 
 
These four parcels, zoned “R-1-C” for Open Residential, are in a cluster located south of 
Paradise Drive in the southeast corner of the City.  These parcels are generally large, 
hilly, and contain areas of dense vegetation and large trees.  A portion of one of the sites, 
by Robin Drive, is being considered for development of affordable housing in the Town’s 
updated Housing Element. 
 
Commercial Services 
 
Two vacant parcels are designated and zoned for commercial services use.  These are 
located along San Clemente Drive within the boundaries of the Paradise/San Clemente 
Commercial Area Specific Plan.  They are located within the Central planning sub-area, 
which provides for service commercial and professional office uses, as well as for 
affordable housing.  The site is further regulated by the provisions of the Baylands Risk 
Zone and Natural Habitat Overlay District, which would require special findings to 
ensure avoidance of impacts to the area’s habitat/wetlands.  The properties are level, with 
frontage along San Clemente Drive; neither site appears to have obvious physical 
constraints to development.  
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 The vacant parcels along San Clemente Drive, looking south. 
 
Public Facilities 
 
This 1.21-acre parcel is located alongside Paradise Drive to the west and the Old 
Northwestern Pacific Railroad right-of-way (now used for pedestrian access to the Corte 
Madera State Ecological Reserve and the marshlands at the edge of the San Francisco 
Bay).  The parcel is extremely narrow, and its only development potential is for public 
utilities or drainage improvements. 
 
Parks/Hillsides/Wetlands 
 
Vacant lands under this category cover General Plan land use designations of: 
 

• Parks, 
 
• Wetlands, Unique Marshland, Related Habitat and Potential Habitat Restoration 

Areas, and 
 

• Hillsides, Ridgelands and Related Habitat. 
 
With a few exceptions, these parcels are over one acre in size.  The largest parcels, 
located east of Highway 101 along San Francisco Bay, are at least partially submerged 
during the rainy season and owned by the Town of Corte Madera, the State of California, 
or the Golden Gate Bridge Highway & Transportation District, and include lands in Corte 
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Madera State Ecological Reserve.  The Quarry Meadows site above Meadowsweet Drive 
and the Library is characterized by steep slopes and patches of dense vegetation and 
forest and is considered inaccessible to vehicles, though pedestrians use footpaths to 
access the property.  Other open space lands in the hillside area include the Camino Alto 
Open Space Preserve.  The Parks/Hillside/Wetlands vacant parcels are generally 
considered undevelopable.  One notable exception is the consideration of the 5.17-acre 
Madera Bay Park site, situated between the southeast of the terminus of Industrial Way 
and the Ecological Reserve.  The Housing Element update is considering a portion of this 
site for development of market rate and/or affordable housing.   
 
Existing Development Capacity of Vacant Lands 
 
Existing development capacity is determined by examining the extent of vacant lands in 
Corte Madera, their location and extent of development constraints, and the possible 
range (type and intensity) of development that would otherwise be permitted under the 
1989 General Plan. 
 
As noted above, the Town of Corte Madera is largely built-out.  Development potential is 
limited to two broad land use categories: Residential and Commercial. 
 
Residential Development Capacity: 
 
Despite the presence of 40 vacant parcels designated Residential totaling over 114 acres, 
the ability to develop additional residential sites in Corte Madera is limited.  As noted 
above, most of the vacant residential acreage is either difficult to access, is constrained by 
steep slopes and presence of large trees or other site features, or, as is the case for the 
Bowl site along Meadow Ridge Drive, is classified as open space as part of the 
surrounding subdivision development.  Similarly, the vacant residential parcels near the 
terminus of the Koch Service Road (fronting Highway 101) have limited access potential 
and may be further constrained because of slopes and their proximity to Highway 101 
and resultant noise conflicts.  The Low Density Residential site at the end of the Koch 
Service Road also is bordered by the Tiburon Ridge Open Space Preserve to the north. 
 
Also limited in their development potential are the Open Residential and Low Density 
Residential lands adjacent to Quarry Meadow/South Way which are constrained by steep 
slopes, drainage features and what would be the loss of a significant amount of tree 
coverage.   Further, application of other development criteria substantially reduces the 
development capacity of these lands.  Most notably, application of the Zoning 
Ordinance’s Hillside Land Capacity Overlay District (Section 18.18.110) limits the 
ability to either subdivide or build upon some the vacant lands because of steep slopes or 
extent of development already in the general area.  For example, lands with slopes 
ranging from 20 to 30 percent would reduce the development capacity factor to only 25 
percent of that of the underlying zoning classification.  The exact number of residential 
units that could be developed on these vacant lands would be determined in response to 
individual development proposals (either for subdivision of lands or for construction of 
new residences). 
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What residential development potential that does exist is limited to individual, small lots, 
such as those in the hillside areas of Christmas Tree Hill and Chapman Hill, where no 
more than one single-family residence could be built.  (Development on these sites would 
still be constrained by issues of access, steep slopes and presence of on-site vegetation.)  
Six acres of the 15-acre Open Residential district site along Robin Drive and Paradise 
Drive are under consideration as a potential affordable housing site in the Housing 
Element update.  The adjoining Open Residential lands to the west are on steep slopes 
adjacent to the Ring Mountain Open Space Preserve and are presumed to have limited 
development potential. 
 
Commercial Development Capacity: 
 
The two vacant Commercial parcels in the Town, totaling 1.82 acres, are located along 
San Clemente Drive.  They probably represent the most viable developable properties left 
in Corte Madera.  These parcels could support a range of permitted and discretionary 
service commercial uses.  These two parcels, along with a portion of the adjoining lumber 
yard site, are under consideration as a potential affordable housing (live-work) site in the 
Housing Element update.  Key development standards applicable to the site, pursuant to 
the Paradise/San Clemente Commercial Area Specific Plan: a floor area ratio of .34 (34% 
of the net land area), providing for a maximum of approximately 26,000 square feet of 
floor area for the two parcels; 35 foot maximum building height; and a 20-foot front yard, 
landscaped setback from San Clemente Drive. 
 
2.9         Special Planning Areas and Groups 
 
Corte Madera Bayfront Vision Plan 
 
In April 1994, a Steering Committee recommended a series of potential implementation 
programs for the improvement of bayside Corte Madera.  The implementation actions 
included working with Caltrans on freeway exit signs, installation of Town identification 
signs, installation of freeway landscaping, installation of pedestrian and bicycle paths, 
preparation of a specific plan for the San Clemente/Paradise Drive commercial area and 
the Paradise Drive Shopping Center, and Tamal Vista Boulevard improvements. 
 
Paradise Drive/San Clemente Specific Plan  
 
Adopted in December 1999, the San Clemente/Paradise Drive Specific Plan responds to 
1989 General Plan policies and the Corte Madera Bayfront Vision Plan.  The Specific 
Plan area is located along the eastern edge of Highway 101 near Tamalpais Drive.  The 
area consists of approximately 40.5 acres of land, including approximately 29.6 acres of 
developable land.  Of the 29.6 acres, 26.3 acres contain existing development.  As noted 
above, there are also two vacant parcels along San Clemente Drive, totaling 1.82 acres, 
suitable for development. The purpose of the Plan is to express a desire to strengthen and 
upgrade the area to serve as a commercial district for Corte Madera and neighboring 
communities, with the ability to attract businesses, forming a gateway to bayside Corte 
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Madera.  Circulation and access improvements are of primary concern to the successful 
development and improvement of the San Clemente/Paradise Drive area.  
 
Preserving Corte Madera’s small-town character, maintaining views of the area’s natural 
landscape (ridges, wooded areas, wetlands, and open water), and promoting a greater 
sense of unity between east and west Corte Madera are some of the key policies in 
guiding character and design implementation. An emphasis on the maintenance and 
renovation of existing parks and the implementation of a comprehensive 
pedestrian/bicycle trails system is also addressed to encourage alternative means of 
transportation and minimize intrusion of vehicular traffic in residential neighborhoods 
surrounding the study area. 
 
Some of the planning objectives outlined in the 1999 Specific Plan include creating 
incentives for development of vacant parcels and redevelopment of underused sites, such 
as a shared parking strategy with reduced overall parking requirements and increased 
overall development potential; strengthening landscape character and streetscapes with 
new street tree planting; developing clear circulation linkages with access points to the 
adjacent freeway, streets, and boulevards. Implementing these circulation improvements 
with new bike lanes, planted median, and walking linkages to the developed Bayside 
Trail Park will reduce traffic speeds, improve safety and upgrade the image of the area. 
The overall effect would be a centralized, high quality pedestrian-oriented commercial 
district.  
 
The Land Use Plan (see Specific Plan) is specifically designed to create a unified 
commercial district promoting internal pedestrian circulation, which would minimize the 
need to drive between separate points.  The Design Guidelines in the Specific Plan also 
encourage courtyards, plazas, patios, gardens, covered walkways, and other outdoor entry 
spaces in all private development that would provide the sought for pedestrian emphasis 
in the area.  In addition, complete development of the Bayside Trail Park would serve as 
an important linkage to the Bayfront trail and open space system, providing pedestrian 
and bike connections to the adjacent residential neighborhoods and commercial districts.  
 
Parking has been identified as a constraint for development of the area, but the creation of 
shared parking facilities could result in significant reductions of parking needs.  Carefully 
planning the types of retail establishments so that customers would be inclined to link 
their retail trips by parking once, and/or organizing the development so that 
establishments with high weekend trip generators share some of the parking areas with 
high weekday generators could possibly reduce the number of required parking spaces, 
resulting in more efficient site planning. 
 
According to the Gruen Gruen and Associates’ market overview report, the area contains 
a mix of uses, with four identified sub-districts, including auto-related, service 
commercial, storage, building materials, office and underutilized or vacant lots. Access to 
northbound Highway 101 is difficult, and the area offers no satisfactory internal auto-
pedestrian circulation system to promote a unified business park.  Flood control issues 
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and development standards for the area place significant costs on potential users. 
However, the area has a good locational image and desirability. 
 
The Specific Plan states that the Paradise/San Clemente Commercial Area lies within an 
area of special flood hazard. The majority of the central and northern areas sit below 
floodplain levels. All development must comply with Title 16 of the Corte Madera 
Municipal Code, “Protection of Flood Hazard Areas.”  Any existing or anticipated 
development cannot increase the water surface elevation of the base flood by more than 
one foot at any point. 
 
Because of the competition with Town Center and Village Shopping centers, the area is 
not considered a good location for specialty or neighborhood-type retailing, but appears 
to be oriented to the service/retail industry. There is also a likely demand for auto-related 
service retail. With improved access and successfully implemented internal circulation 
and parking strategies, the area could best be developed into a mixed-use district with a 
service/commercial land use emphasis. 
 
Christmas Tree Hill Community Plan 
 
The Christmas Tree Hill Community Plan was adopted in May 1992.  It was established 
in response to the 1989 General Plan that called for preparation and execution of a work 
program to address planning and safety issues in the Christmas Tree Hill area.  The 
Christmas Tree Hill area is located on sloping lands of Corte Madera Ridge, west of 
Corte Madera Avenue, bordering open space lands to the south and west and the City of 
Larkspur to the north (see Figure 2.9.1). 
 
Drawing its name from historical placement of Christmas lights on and around homes on 
the Hill, Christmas Tree Hill faces unique planning and development issues in Corte 
Madera.  The Community Plan provides policy direction to the Town to respond to issues 
of residential development, view preservation, determination of property lines with 
respect to building setbacks, on-street parking, second residential units, and trail 
easements.  Development approaches in Christmas Tree Hill are further addressed in 
Section 7.6, Visual Resources. 
 
Homeowners’ Associations 
 
The Town of Corte Madera has dozens of homeowners associations.  Many of these 
groups consist of small, loose affiliations of homeowners in a particular neighborhood, 
while others are much larger and more formal in their structure.  The majority of the 
active associations focus on maintenance of properties within their association 
boundaries, considering issues such as general neighborhood character, building 
additions, landscaping, storage of boats and vehicles, and similar issues.  Town 
representatives meet with the leaders of the homeowners associations on a regular basis 
to discuss issues of concern to the associations. 
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2.10  Local, State and Federal Agencies Concerned with Land Use 
 
The following agencies may, from time to time, be involved in review of development 
projects or otherwise interact with the Town of Corte Madera. 
 
Local Agency Formation Commission  
 
The Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCo) has authority over land use 
decisions affecting local agency boundaries, including Town limit and Sphere of 
Influence boundary lines. Any proposed changes to the Town limits or Sphere of 
Influence must be reviewed and approved by the LAFCo.   
 
Bay Conservation and Development Commission 
 
The Bay Conservation and Development Commission (BCDC) was established in 1965 
to prevent the unnecessary filling of San Francisco Bay and to increase public access to 
and along the Bay shoreline.  BCDC has jurisdiction over development in shoreline areas 
within a band measured 100 feet landward of and parallel to the shoreline of the Bay.   
 
Filling, dredging, new construction, major remodeling, changes in land use, and 
subdivisions within this area are subject to review and approval by BCDC.  Corte 
Madera’s entire eastern boundary and a portion of its Sphere of Influence beyond the 
Town limits extends into San Francisco Bay.   
 
BCDC utilizes the San Francisco Bay Plan, originally adopted in 1968 and periodically 
updated, to provide its policy framework.  The Plan focuses on water quality, size of the 
Bay, marshes and mudflats, and related issues. 
 
Association of Bay Area Governments 
 
The Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) was established in 1961 to protect 
local control, plan for the future, and promote cooperation on area wide issues.  Owned 
and operated by the Cities and Counties of the Bay Area, ABAG is the regional 
representative of the Bay Area.  As such, ABAG has been designated by state and federal 
governments as the official comprehensive planning agency for the Bay Area.  Its 
Regional Plan provides a policy guide for Bay Area municipalities.   
 
Bay Area Air Quality Management District 
 
The Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) was established by the 
California Legislature in 1955 as a regional agency to address regional air pollution.  The 
BAAQMD Rule Development Program develops and enforces regulations to improve air 
quality.  Land uses and activities that may cause air pollution must apply to the 
BAAQMD for air quality permits in order to operate.  Proposed projects must first 
demonstrate that their equipment is capable of complying with BAAQMD air quality 
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laws, after which they must demonstrate that the equipment is in fact operating in 
compliance with those laws.   
  
Metropolitan Transportation Commission 
 
The Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) functions as the Bay Area’s 
regional metropolitan planning agency and as its metropolitan planning organization.  As 
such, the Commission is responsible for the Regional Transportation Plan, a 
comprehensive plan for the development of mass transit, highway, airport, seaport, 
railroad, bicycle and pedestrian facilities. The Commission screens requests from local 
agencies for state and federal grants for transportation projects to determine their 
compatibility with the plan, and administers federal and state transportation monies. 
 
Regional Water Quality Control Board 
 
The Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) regulates surface water pollution 
(wastewater discharge and stormwater runoff), dredging, and filling.  RWQCB issues 
permits and requires monitoring for all activities that could impair the beneficial use of 
the receiving waters.  
 
California Department of Fish & Game 
 
The Department of Fish and Game (DFG) is responsible for the conservation, protection 
and management of wildlife, native plants, and habitat of the State that are necessary to 
maintain biologically sustainable populations.  It acts as advisor to other permitting 
agencies and enforces its own regulations.  Permits issued to development projects by the 
Department of Fish and Game include Incidental Take Permits, for the taking of 
threatened and endangered species, and Streambed Alteration Agreements.  The 
Department can also enforce against discharges into waterbodies that impact aquatic life. 

 
California Department of Transportation 
 
The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) is responsible for interregional 
transportation services, including highways, railways and associated structures.  Highway 
101, which runs on a north-south alignment through Corte Madera, is a Caltrans 
maintained highway.  Therefore, land use changes along the corridor are subject to 
review by Caltrans, among other governmental agencies.   
 
California State Lands Commission 
 
The State Lands Commission manages all lands owned and entrusted to the State.  These 
include the beds of many rivers, sloughs, and lakes, as well as coastline and granted 
lands.  The Commission issues permits and leases for use of State lands.  
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US Army Corps of Engineers 
 
The US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) enforces the Clean Water Act and the Rivers 
and Harbors Acts.  The Corps regulates the dredging or filling of the nation’s navigable 
waters and wetlands.  The Corps is the primary federal agency responsible for making 
wetland determinations and issuing permits for wetlands or water fill.   
 
US Fish and Wildlife Service 
 
The Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) primarily regulates impacts to federally-listed 
endangered species and their habitats.  Like the California Department of Fish and Game, 
the USFWS primarily acts as advisor to other permitting agencies, but also enforces its 
own regulations, including an ability to issue incidental take permits.  It is generally 
involved in Army Corps of Engineers projects. 
 
 
 
 
 




