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Support Changes Downtown  
 

The Orinda City Council will soon hold public hearings to review input from the ULI (Urban Land 

Institute) over proposals for improvements to Orinda’s downtown. Suggestions will include 

possible zoning changes that could increase heights of building and provide for up to 240 

housing units. There have been several letters sent in opposing any such changes. Most of 

these decry that these changes will destroy our village character, lead to traffic congestion and 

undermine the quality of our schools if we provide affordable housing. Don’t count me in as 

one of these naysayers.  

As an aging community and to provide housing for our teachers and others that support our 

public services as well as young professionals, we need well designed alternative housing that is 

close to downtown and BART. As older members of our community look for alternative 

housing, they must find a home in Rossmoor rather than an opportunity in their own back yard. 

Well located housing and new commercial space in our downtown means a five-minute walk to 

BART as well as new commercial space to attract and support local businesses.  

As to the issue over height, we now have a maximum height of 35’. If that goes up to 55’ in 

select locations, it would be comparable to building heights similar to several existing buildings 

in our downtown including the Vintage House and the new senior housing project 

(Monteverde) across from the fire station. These are well designed and well suited for their 

sites and any proposed project would use the same careful design considerations to make sure 

that the projects respect our village character and blend into the surrounding one- and two-

story setting.  

Just by allowing for more height and density does not lead to an overhaul of our downtown 

since many properties could not meet parking and setbacks to maximize their footprint. A look 

around at our existing downtown, which allows 35’, is mostly one to two stories and not three 

stories which current zoning allows. Stepped back heights will provide a nice transition from 

one story to several stories with little visual impact.  

Hopefully, our City Council will support changes that may stimulate upgrades to many of our 

commercial properties, many of which are unattractive and offer poor commercial space. New 

projects can add new housing opportunities in our downtown to support the needs of our old 

and new residents.  

– Ted Urban 


