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STAFF REPORT 

DATE: March 27, 2018 

TO: City Council 

FROM: Regan M. Candelario, City Manager 

Peggy Flynn, Assistant City Manager 

Bob Brown, Community Development Director 

Jessica Deakyne, Senior Management Analyst 

SUBJECT: CITY COUNCIL DISCUSSION AND FEEDBACK TO STAFF 

REGARDING AN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ROAD MAP 

REQUEST 

Discuss and provide feedback to staff regarding the development of an Economic Development 

road map to serve as a framework that will inform policy and investment decisions to ensure a 

vital and sustainable economic future for Novato and enhance our community’s quality of life. 

SUMMARY 

The 2035 General Plan update, now nearing completion, identifies three Focus Areas related to 

economic development: North Redwood Corridor, North, North Redwood Corridor, and Bel Marin 

Keys. Additionally, the ongoing revitalization of both Hamilton and the Downtown areas continue 

to be a priority for the City Council and integral to the discussion of the City’s economic 

development efforts. Recently, the Council provided direction to staff on a process for the reuse 

and/or redevelopment of three City-owned parcels in Hamilton and the City-owned Downtown 

Train Depot building and site.  

Following the City’s reorganization last May, the Economic Development Department became 

fully staffed as of October 2017. The team consists of one full-time Senior Management Analyst 

and 50% time of a Senior Administrative Assistant, managed by an Assistant City Manager in 

Central Administration responsible for overseeing Economic Development, Communications, 

Hamilton Base Reuse, City Clerk’s Office and Marin Valley Mobile Country Club. The team is 

also supported directly by the City Manager. The FY17-18 Economic Development operations 

budget is approximately $146,000. 

Building on the City’s Economic Development goals in the City’s Strategic Plan and recognizing 

the opportunities to catalyze investment in the areas listed above and citywide, the City’s 

Economic Development team initial focus was getting the current lay of the land by securing 

current market data and trends, understanding the business climate and needs by meeting with 

existing businesses, commercial brokers, property owners, the City’s Economic Development 

Advisory Commission, community members, nonprofits, and business organizations such as the 

Novato Chamber of Commerce and the Downtown Novato Business Association, and making 
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regional connections with our economic development colleagues in other cities. Within the past 

ten months, staff has developed a business outreach program, launched a new microsite with a site 

finder (choosenovato.com), reached out to potential new businesses, met with interested 

developers and investors, worked with City departments to better understand our permitting and 

entitlement processes, and kicked-off the planning process for the City’s Depot building and site. 

The Department also serves as the liaison to the Novato Chamber of Commerce, oversees the 

Downtown Business Improvement District, and serves on the board of the Marin Economic Forum. 

Staff has prepared the attached presentation to invite Council discussion and feedback regarding 

the development of an economic development “road map” or workplan that focuses efforts on 

geographical areas of opportunity--identified in both the General Plan update and City’s Strategic 

Plan--and proposes strategies for each area. Utilizing community input from the General Plan 

process, current market information and trends, input from the City’s Economic Development 

Advisory Commission, Council direction, and additional community input, staff proposes to bring 

back specific strategies for identified areas of opportunity for further Council discussion and 

direction. 

This process supports the “Economic Vitality” and “Great Places” sections of the City of Novato 

Strategic Plan – July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2018 and will inform the City’s economic development 

strategy. 

BACKGROUND 

The City of Novato’s General Plan 2035 is nearly complete. The General Plan lays out the future 

vision of the City and creates a road map on how to realize that vision. It reflects extensive input 

from the community, including dozens of meetings, design charrettes, and surveys. The General 

Plan is “designed to uphold values important to Novatans: small town character, environmental 

protection and restoration, historical preservation, economic vitality, and sustainability” (cited 

from the “Highlights of the Draft General Plan 2035”). 

Additionally, the City of Novato’s Strategic Plan – July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2018 sets forth 

operational goals and objectives, including the goal of economic vitality and the creation of great 

places. The key objectives are:  

1) Strengthen and expand the biotech and life sciences industries in Novato.

2) Conduct business recruitment and retention and work to reduce Novato’s loss of retail

revenue to surrounding communities.

3) Remove blight, restore historic structures, generate revenue, and utilize City owned

properties in Hamilton.

4) Complete the General Plan Update process and adopt any necessary Zoning Code

amendments.

5) Redevelop Redwood Boulevard corridor from DeLong to San Marin.

6) Facilitate a vibrant Downtown that enhances community spaces, restaurant options and the

retail environment.
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DISCUSSION 

Geographical Areas of Opportunity 

North, North Redwood Corridor: City Council direction for the General Plan 2035 is to retain 

the area for office/R&D development, but to allow retail/personal service uses near the new 

SMART station and consider mixed-use redevelopment of Fireman’s Fund site based on proximity 

to SMART station. Beyond the scope of the General Plan, staff needs to research what kind of 

retail and personal services uses are viable and, once that is better understood, what might mixed-

use look like at the Fireman’s Fund site and adjacent to the SMART station. This in turn will 

enhance targeted business recruitment efforts. 

Staff continues to work with area property owners and potential developers to understand needs 

and future plans. Given the vacancy and underutilization of the Fireman’s Fund site, staff proposes 

that this be considered a priority area in the North, North Redwood Corridor. Below staff has 

identified potential economic development activities for the Fireman’s Fund site:  

Facilitating Fireman’s Fund Redevelopment 

Idea Pros Cons 

Work with property owner 

to understand needs 

Establishes relationship n/a 

Facilitate community 

visioning 

Engages community and 

decision-makers; gives owners a 

sense of community desires 

without locking in 

May or may not reduce 

process/timing other than 

potentially reducing sense of 

risk for developer 

Prepare precise 

development plan with 

CEQA review 

Hands owner a master plan 

that’s preapproved, allowing 

them to fill in details 

Cost (~$500,000); may 

identify costly traffic 

improvements 

Rezone property from 

Planned Development to 

standard zoning 

Create list of allowed uses; 

streamlines subsequent 

development review (eliminates 

extra layer of Planning 

Commission and/or City 

Council) 

Cost of CEQA document 

(~$100-200K) based on 

speculative reuse; subsequent 

development proposal may 

not fit within allowed uses or 

within adopted CEQA 

document 

Provide assistance and/or 

subsidy for transportation 

improvements 

Helps to reduce cost of 

development 

Could be costly 

Reduce regulations or 

allow for in-lieu payments 

or offsite development 

(such as affordable housing 

requirements) 

Helps to reduce cost of 

development 

May counter City objectives 
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North Redwood Corridor: Council direction for the General Plan for this “Greater Downtown” 

area is for a lifestyle retail center north of Olive Ave. (Trader Joes) on east side of Redwood 

Boulevard to include retail, entertainment and gathering place, and to orient buildings along the 

street, with parking behind. Council direction also includes improving pedestrian/bicycle 

connections along Redwood & SMART right-of-way to Downtown.  

With a hotel project moving forward adjacent to Trader Joe’s, and more new housing in the area, 

staff priorities include working with property owners to identify and recruit uses to compliment 

Trader Joe’s and the proposed Marriott Residence Inn, based on current market realities and 

analysis and identify potential sites for more housing types in the Greater Downtown to support 

our existing businesses and activate our city center. 

Working with our Public Works Department, staff would also like to focus on planning specific 

pedestrian and bicycle connections between Downtown and the Trader Joe’s/Residence Inn block. 

Public Works is currently working on drainage improvements along Olive Avenue. 

Downtown: Council direction for the General Plan is to maintain and enhance the Downtown as 

the community’s center of commercial, cultural, social and civic functions, to require Downtown 

redevelopment to be pedestrian friendly and compatible with existing small storefronts, and to 

encourage outdoor cafes and retail uses on the ground floor. In addition, the Council has asked 

staff to complete a Civic Center master plan, including a larger City Green and improvement of 

Sherman Avenue, as well as to incorporate the relevant portions of the 1998 Downtown Specific 

Plan into the new General Plan.   

Staff would like to encourage more retail, restaurant, and entertainment uses and enhance the 

overall vibrancy and ambiance in the Downtown. Over the past eight months, staff has been 

working with property owners, and current and potential tenants to encourage active uses in our 

ground floor spaces on Grant Avenue. Moving forward, staff would like to explore the following—

all of which can apply to the other geographical areas of opportunity—and bring back program 

and policy recommendations for Council consideration: 

▪ Marketing and technical assistance to property owners and business operators—this

includes developing and distributing marketing materials promoting these areas of

opportunity, as well as providing better customer service and demystifying the City’s

permit process—offering a concierge service that walks applicants through our processes.

▪ Financial assistance to property owners and businesses (e.g., subsidize architectural fees,

subsidize parking provisions, offer low-interest loans)

▪ Provide incentives for desirable development (e.g., lower parking requirements, increase

building heights, increase floor area ratios, provide analysis on historic Downtown

buildings)

▪ Streamline development review process (e.g., increase staff authority to approve some

development, ease requirements for design review or Use Permits in certain cases, rezone

sites designated for Planned Development, consider process improvements that save time

and money such as over-the-counter/expedited plan checks and permits for tenant

improvements, deferred and/or staggered submittals, etc.)
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▪ Streamline CEQA review (e.g., encourage use of infill exemptions, streamline review of

draft documents, prepare detailed development plans for subareas and prepare master

CEQA documents which reduces project-by-project CEQA review)

Specific to Downtown, staff has also started the visioning process for the City-owned Depot site 

and building, at the east end of Grant Avenue where the third SMART station is located. As part 

of this planning process, staff will be bringing back a RFP process for the revitalization of the 

Depot site and building to Council this year for consideration. 

Bel Marin Keys Industrial Park: With the current interest of existing life science tenants for 

possible expansion, the City’s focus will be job retention and attraction of life science and other 

high paying industries. Staff is currently working on revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial 

Parks Master/Precise Development Plan, as part of the General Plan 2035 update, to accommodate 

and encourage the expected growth of these industries already existing and thriving in our 

community. 

Hamilton:  On February 27, 2018, the City Council directed staff regarding the request for 

proposals (RFP) process for the purchase and/or lease or other potential use agreement for three 

City-owned sites at Hamilton, commonly referred to as: 

• Commissary site at 802 State Access Road, APN 157-970-03 & Christmas Tree Hill at

Nave Drive and State Access Road, APN 157-720-02

• Town Center (former Theater, Community Center, vacant land and parking lot) at 507 S

Palm Drive, APN 157-690-47 & Hamilton Parkway and Palm Drive, APN 157-180-47

• Bachelor Officer’s Quarters/Officer’s Club/Old Gym site at 113 San Pablo Avenue, APN

157-690-53 & Old Gym Parking Lot at San Pablo Avenue and Hamilton Parkway, APN

157-690-37

Staff is currently in the process of drafting the first RFP for the Commissary site which is expected 

to be issued at the end of March/early April. 

Next Steps 

Staff will draw upon the objectives developed for the City’s Strategic Plan – FY 2018/19-2020/21, 

the General Plan 2035, and input from the Council regarding the proposed actions noted above, 

input from the Economic Development Advisory Commission, and additional community input to 

complete an Economic Development workplan of recommended priorities and actions for City 

Council consideration. Some of these initiatives will be developed and proposed as part of the 

FY18-19 Budget, others that require policy direction will be presented to Council as staff further 

researches and refines these recommendations. 

In addition to the efforts outlined above, staff will look at administrative policies, process 

streamlining and whether it might be beneficial to update fee schedules in order to make Novato 

more business-friendly while maintaining the City’s high standards for quality design, cultural and 

historic integrity, and sustainability. 
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PUBLIC OUTREACH 

The General Plan update process, upon which this proposed effort is built, had an extensive public 

process. Additionally, for many of the initiatives outlined above, staff has been soliciting 

community input (i.e. Depot site planning) and continues to meet with and get feedback from 

various community members and groups regarding the City’s economic development efforts—

including residents, property and business owners and representatives, commercial brokers, 

current and potential developers. Additionally, staff meet regularly and participate in various 

committees of the Downtown Novato Business Association and the Chamber of Commerce, and 

staff also sits on the board of the Marin Economic Forum. As potential initiatives move forward, 

staff will engage the community to solicit feedback when bringing various policy decisions to 

Council. 

FISCAL IMPACT 

The fiscal impact is unknown at this time.  As staff brings policy and programmatic considerations 

to Council, budget considerations will be outlined at that time. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Staff requests Council feedback on the proposed initiatives for the City’s Economic Development 

Workplan that focuses on geographical areas of opportunity and incorporates current market 

conditions and process improvements. 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Presentation

2. Functional Organization Chart
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CITY’S ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

PROGRAM

• Fully staffed in Oct 2017—1 fulltime Analyst, 50% 
office support, and Assistant City Manager & CM 
support

• Business Outreach Program
• Launched choosenovato.com with site finder
• More than 125 meetings with businesses, property 

owners, developers
• Working with City departments to streamline 

permit processes
• Oversee Downtown Business Improvement District; 

liaison to Novato Chamber of Commerce; Marin 
Economic Forum boardmember

• Kicked-off Depot site planning effort
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OUR LANDSCAPE
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COMMUNITY PROFILE

• Average age is 42.5 

• Average household income is $119,329, nearly $30k more 
than CA average

• Households: 21,670

• Population/daytime population: 55,272/53,114

• We are well-educated: 
• 39.7% of residents have a college degree or above

• Average travel-time to work: 31 minutes

11



ECONOMIC INDICATORS

Vacancy Rates
• Retail: 4.6% - slightly above North Bay average of 3.6%

Lowest: Benicia – 2%
Highest: Vallejo – 6.3% 

• Office: 29.8% - highest in North Bay (average is 9.5%)
• Industrial: 4.7% - North Bay average is 4.8%
• TOT—up 20% from 2017 
• Hotel Occupancy Rates: 79% in 2016 
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SALES TAX PERFORMANCE
• Novato strong 4th

Quarter 2017; highest 
% change in Marin Co. 

• Strong performance 
from:
• Auto dealerships & 

fuel

• Online sales

• Target & Costco

• Business to business 
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TOP 25 SALES TAX PRODUCERS
General Consumer Goods

• Costco 

• Target 

• Nordstrom Rack

• Marshalls 

• Ross 

• Macy’s Furniture 

• Sephora 

Food & Drugs

• Safeway 

• CVS Pharmacy 

• Whole Foods Market 

State & County Pools (e.g. Online sales)

• Zenni Optical 

• Seventeen Seventy Four Footwear (Birkenstock) 

Business & Industry (e.g. B2B)

• BioMarin Pharmaceutical 

Building & Construction

• JS Cole Company 

• Pini Ace Hardware 

• Novato Builders Supply 

Auto/Transport

• Novato Toyota 

• Marin County Ford 

• Novato Chevrolet 

• Kia of Marin 

• Chevron 

Fuel & Service Stations 

• Au Energy Shell Station

• Safeway Fuel 

• Novato Union 76

• Novato Chevron
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FY17-18 ESTIMATED REVENUES

15



ECONOMIC FORECAST

• After strong sales tax performance in 2017, 
receipts are expected to level off and stay flat

• No recession predicted until at least 2021

• Unemployment rate for the national economy 
continues to be at or around “full employment” 
levels
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• STRONG SALES TAX PERFORMANCE

• ENVIABLE DEMOGRAPHICS & QUALITY OF LIFE

• THRIVING LIFE SCIENCE INDUSTRY

• ENGAGED COMMUNITY

• MEDIAN HOME PRICES CONTINUE TO 
RISE/STRONG HOUSING DEMAND

• UNEMPLOYMENT RATES STILL LOW

STRENGTHS
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• CONTINUED DEVELOPMENT INTEREST CITYWIDE

• EXPECTED GROWTH IN LIFE SCIENCE SECTOR

• REDEVELOPMENT OF FIREMANS FUND SITE

• DOWNTOWN, HAMILTON REDEVELOPMENT

• DOWNTOWN SMART STATION & DEPOT SITE

• GENERAL PLAN UPDATE

OPPORTUNITIES
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• LIMITED COMMERCIAL GROWTH

• LACK OF HOUSING SUPPLY, AFFORDABILITY

• DIFFICULT TO RECRUIT EMPLOYEES

• SOFT OFFICE MARKET

• ONLINE SALES

• RAPIDLY CHANGING MARKET—ESPECIALLY RETAIL

• PAST REPUTATION 

CHALLENGES
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Economic 
Development
Focus Areas

North, North Redwood 

North Redwood (“Greater 
Downtown”)

Downtown

Bel Marin Keys Industrial Park

Hamilton
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NORTH, NORTH REDWOOD
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General Plan Update:

• Retain for office/R&D; no housing (Sites 1-6)

• Consider mixed-use redevelopment of the 
Fireman’s Fund site (Site 7)

• Allow retail/personal service uses near the 
San Marin SMART station

Other policy considerations/opportunities:

• Alternatives to office development

• City’s role in redeveloping Fireman’s Fund 
site; housing as a consideration

NORTH, NORTH REDWOOD CORRIDOR
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• Plan for conversion of industrial sites north of 
Olive Ave. (Trader Joes) on east side of 
Redwood Blvd. to retail, restaurants and 
entertainment with public gathering places 
(Sites 2,5 & 6) 

• Orient buildings along the street, with parking 
behind

• Improve pedestrian/bicycle connections along 
Redwood & SMART ROW to Downtown

• Atherton Ranch development with multi-family 
housing (Site 1)—APPROVED

NORTH REDWOOD CORRIDOR
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ATHERTON PLACE
7533-37 Redwood Boulevard

What’s approved:
▪ 50 townhomes

▪ 1,340 sq. ft. café/retail
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Policy Considerations/Opportunities:

▪ North of Olive—potential for mixed-use (currently no 
allowance for housing)

▪ Potential place-making for “makers” and millennials

▪ Residence Inn on Trader Joes block could be catalyst: 
Find synergistic retailers

NORTH REDWOOD CORRIDOR
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NORTH REDWOOD CORRIDOR
Residence Inn Application in Process

103-room hotel
8,000 sf retail
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DOWNTOWN
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General Plan Update: 

• Maintain and enhance the Downtown as community’s center of commercial, 
cultural, social and civic functions

• Require Downtown redevelopment to be pedestrian-friendly and compatible 
with existing small storefronts; encourage outdoor cafes and retail uses on the 
ground floor

• Complete Civic Center master plan, including a larger City Green and 
improvement of Sherman Street

• Extending Downtown mixed-use zoning on Redwood to Olive, phasing out 
auto-oriented uses

DOWNTOWN
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Policy considerations/opportunities: 

▪ Rezoning to increase mixed-use opportunities, for example in the service-
commercial area

▪ North of Grant to Olive & East of Machin to include more housing and 
encourage maker’s spaces 

▪ Prioritize and consider rezoning Planned Development-zoned (PD) parcels 

▪ Prioritize and consider analyzing Historic Resources in Downtown 

DOWNTOWN
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BEL MARIN KEYS INDUSTRIAL PARKS

General Plan Update:

▪ Increase max. Floor Area Ratio to 1.2 and 
height limit to 68 feet for designated life 
science campuses

▪ Allow ancillary retail of onsite created products

Opportunities:

▪ Build on success of life science hub; consider 
needs for biotech expansion 

▪ Attract new industries and job creators

▪ Potential to brand this area and make it more 
identifiable/marketable
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HAMILTON

General Plan Update:

No modifications

Opportunities:

▪ RFPs on three-underutilized City 
owned parcels in 2018
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GOAL: Ensure efficient and predictable business permitting & 
development review processes 

▪ Consider areas for streamlining design review and entitlement 
processes while maintaining high quality design and 
development

▪ Review development impact fees for smaller projects to 
determine if undue burden

▪ Evaluate effectiveness of our current expedited processes 

CITY PROCESS EVALUATION
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▪ Council to recommend objectives for Economic Development in Strategic Plan

▪ Staff to submit Economic Development budget recommendations for FY18-19

▪ Work with property owner(s) to encourage redevelopment of  Fireman’s Fund site

▪ Develop marketing materials to promote Novato as business-friendly and the place to be

▪ Continue life science efforts and consider additional industries to target

▪ Make processes more approachable and predictable while maintaining high quality

▪ Bring strategies & policy considerations for focus areas and process improvements to City 
Council

RECOMMENDED NEXT STEPS
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DISCUSSION & FEEDBACK
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ORGANIZATIONAL CHART

City Manager 

Regan Candelario

Assistant City Manager

Peggy Flynn

City Clerk

Terrie Gillen

Assistant City Clerk

Laura McDowall

Senior Management 
Analyst –

Economic Development

Jessica Deakyne

Management Analyst II 
– Communications

Sherin Olivero

Director of Hamilton 
Base Reuse (1/2 Time)

Scott Ward

Senior Office Assistant

Maggie Rufo
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