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STAFF REPORT
To the Honorable Mayor and City Council

From the City Manager 

DATE: March 22, 2021 

SUBJECT 

Waive first reading and introduce Zoning Ordinance amendments to comply with State law and reduce 
barriers to child care by increasing locations where child care is allowed and streamlining the child care 
review process

RECOMMENDATION

Waive first reading and introduce an ordinance implementing zoning amendments related to child care 
regulations for large family child care homes, child care centers, and child care development standards.

STRATEGIC PLAN GUIDING PRINCIPLE

Children and Youth

BACKGROUND 

The City’s Zoning Ordinance requires regular updates to reflect ongoing land use changes. There are 
existing regulations that are no longer applicable, or that require updating due to changes in State law, or 
that require process improvements. On July 21, 2020, the Planning Commission held a study session to 
discuss potential amendments to the Zoning Ordinance, including child care-related changes and 
miscellaneous zoning ordinance updates. At the study session, staff provided an overview of the new State 
law requirements and provided policy questions for discussion. Upon Planning Commission request, staff 
has separated child care amendments from the other miscellaneous amendments given its importance as 
a top strategic priority. This report only addresses changes related to child care. 

On December 1, 2020, the Planning Commission considered the proposed child care amendments with a 
focus on large family child care homes, child care center regulations in residential, commercial, and mixed-
use zoning districts, and child care development standards. The Commission had questions regarding 
State licensing requirements and health and safety standards for child care facilities. The Commission 

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
https://meetings.redwoodcity.org/AgendaOnline/Meetings/ViewMeeting?id=2124&doctype=1
https://meetings.redwoodcity.org/AgendaOnline/Meetings/ViewMeeting?id=2190&doctype=1
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received public comment in support of the proposed child care changes. Some Commission members 
encouraged staff to study additional floor area incentives for child care centers within commercial districts 
and to consider reducing the proposed parking ratio for child care centers. The Commission expressed 
support for the updates to child care regulations as it would support the City’s General Plan Goals and the 
City Council’s Strategic Plan Guiding Principles, while helping address the child care service shortage in 
Redwood City. The Planning Commission voted unanimously 7-0 for a resolution recommending adoption 
of child care amendments to the Council (see Attachment B Planning Commission Resolution).

ANALYSIS

Child care facilities include family child care homes, which are facilities located within a residence and 
child care centers, which are located within a standalone facility including commercial spaces. Although 
cities have the ability to impose regulations on these facilities, the State requires a license for each child 
care facility and heavily regulates health and safety considerations to ensure the site provides safe 
conditions for children. 

Child care aligns with one of the City Council’s Top Strategic Initiatives (Children and Youth). Based on a 
San Mateo County 2017 Child Care Needs Assessment there is a large need for all types of child care, see 
Table 1 below. In Redwood City alone, over 9,000 children below the age of 13 need child care. The intent 
of the proposed zoning amendments is to increase the number of viable child care locations and 
streamline the review process to result in more affordable child care across the City to serve local 
residents and people who work in Redwood City. 

Table 1 – Estimated Child Care Need

(Source: 2017 San Mateo County Child Care Needs Assessment)

Large Family Child Care Homes 
A large family child care home, or daycare, is generally limited to no more than 14 children depending on 
the age groups. State Bill SB 234 (effective January 1, 2020) prohibits cities from requiring a Use Permit 
for large family child care homes and requires them to be treated as a residential use of the property 
consistent with nature of the underlying residential use. Current City regulations for large family child care 
homes require a Use Permit, limit permissible zoning districts, and include regulations on pickup and drop-
off areas, outdoor play time, and playground equipment. Small family child care homes allow up to eight 
children and are allowed by-right in all dwellings. 

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
https://www.smcoe.org/assets/files/About_FIL/Child%20Care%20Partnership%20Council_FIL/Needs%20Assessment_FIL/CCPC_Full_Report_Needs_Assessment_11-17.pdf
https://www.smcoe.org/assets/files/About_FIL/Child%20Care%20Partnership%20Council_FIL/Needs%20Assessment_FIL/CCPC_Needs_Assessment_Redwood_City_11-17.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200SB234
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The City is required to allow large family child care homes by-right in all dwellings in any zoning district to 
comply with State law. This would also eliminate current City regulations that allow neighbors to request 
a public hearing and limit the City’s ability to regulate land use issues beyond building and fire safety. 
The Planning Commission recommended amendments allowing large family child care homes by right in 
all zoning districts in order to comply with State law. 

Child Care Centers – Residential Zoning 
A child care center is a facility that provides supervision, education, personal care, or assistance on a less 
than a 24-hour basis to children under 18 years of age. Current regulations require a Use Permit and public 
hearing to allow a child care center in conjunction with a school or church and do not allow child care 
centers in lower density residential areas. A Use Permit is required for child care centers within the R-4 
and R-5 zoning districts.

A child care center may operate on a school or church site given its ability to utilize the parking and open 
space of the facility. These centers typically operate as an accessory use to existing facilities and should 
not require the additional analysis demanded from a Use Permit, including centers that operate 
independently or during off-hours. Planning Commission recommended allowing child care centers by 
right in conjunction with an existing school or church and to remove any requirements for a Use Permit. 
The Planning Commission also expressed support for allowing child care centers in residential areas 
without mandating operation with an adjoining school or church. Although schools and churches contain 
existing facilities that are supportive to child care, they represent a proportionately small number of sites 
across the City’s residential areas. In many neighboring cities, existing residential structures may be 
converted into child care centers. Residential structures comprise an overwhelming majority of sites 
located in residential districts and child care centers best serve the community when located in proximity 
to their users. Existing regulations, Section 31.10 of the Zoning Ordinance, require a Use Permit for the 
change of a residential structure to a commercial use. 

The Planning Commission recommended allowing child care centers in residential districts, including 
converted residential structures, with a Use Permit and to allow child care centers by-right when in 
conjunction with an adjoining school or church. 

Child Care Centers – Commercial and Mixed-Use Zoning
Current regulations require a Use Permit and public hearing to allow a standalone child care center in a 
commercial area. Child care centers are only allowed by right in commercial areas in conjunction with an 
adjoining business and are required to only serve the children of employees of that adjoining business. 
The mixed-use zoning districts contain inconsistent standards that either allow child care centers by right 
or require a Use Permit regardless of the size of the facility. 

Planning Commissioners expressed support for allowing standalone child care centers within commercial 
and mixed-use areas by right. The 2010 General Plan Environmental Impact Report (EIR) recommends 
policies to encourage child care close to employment areas to offset the anticipated impacts created from 
new development from the General Plan. General Plan Program BC-34 calls for updating Zoning Ordinance 
to potentially allow small child care centers (up to 24 children) to be located in all residential zones. Staff 
suggests this allowance could also be applied to commercial and mixed-use areas which allow more 

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
https://library.municode.com/ca/redwood_city/codes/zoning?nodeId=ART31SPUS_31.10REST
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intensive uses. Staff has interviewed child care providers and commercial realtors who have stated child 
care centers that only serve 24 children would not be a financially feasible size for successful operation. 

California regulations require a minimum of 35 square feet of indoor play space per child, exclusive of 
bathrooms, kitchens, offices, hallways, storage cabinets and rooms, etc. Analysis from City staff has 
identified 100 square feet per child as a more realistic floor area per child standard than the State 
minimum. Child care centers of 60 children or less would allow for smaller facilities (ex. 6,000 sq. ft.) that 
would not result in significant impacts to surrounding businesses or residences. City staff recommends 
child care centers for more than 60 children require a Use Permit to assess whether these child care 
centers would result in any significant impacts. The General Plan EIR analyzes child care as a mitigation 
measure to development and the increased need for public services and not as a significant overall impact 
(see Attachment C CEQA Memo for additional analysis). 

The State heavily regulates child care centers for health and safety considerations and the City’s Fire 
Department conducts inspections to ensure proposed facilities provide safe conditions for children. 
Considering the safety regulations already in place and established General Plan policies, staff analyzed 
current regulations to find ways to streamline permitting of child care centers in commercial zones. 

Planning Commission recommended the following:

 Allow standalone child care centers of up to 60 children by-right in all commercial and mixed-use 
areas and to require a Use Permit for centers with more than 60 children. 

 Allow accessory child care centers in conjunction with an adjoining business by-right without a 
cap on the number of children and remove the requirement to only service the employees of the 
business.

Child Care Centers: Standardized Requirements
The Planning Commission recommended standardized requirements to facilitate child care centers in both 
residential and commercial areas. The recommended updates include standardized requirements for child 
care centers for play equipment locations, signage, and off-street parking. Larger child care centers of 
more than 60 children would be subject to Use Permits and require additional site specific analysis.

The Planning Commission recommended the following standardized requirements: 

 Obtain a child care center license with the State.
 Accessory child care centers do not need to exclusively serve the primary use.
 Permanent play equipment required to meet underlying zoning setbacks and could not be located 

in the front yard.
 Prohibit large commercial signage in residential areas. 
 One parking space per employee, plus one additional space for every 10 employees. Some 

Commissioners expressed support for one space for every 15 employees.

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
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GENERAL PLAN CONFORMANCE 

The proposed zoning amendments would further the City’s policies and programs that promote child care 
across residential neighborhoods and employment areas. Child care impacts were examined in 
combination with increased demands for public schools in the 2010 General Plan EIR. The increase in 
development and population generated by the 2010 General Plan created additional demands for child 
care services where a deficit of appropriate, affordable facilities to house additional child care programs 
already existed. The 2010 General Plan includes policies and implementation programs that would 
encourage the establishment of child care facilities in close proximity to employment centers in the plan 
area to offset the anticipated impacts. Specific General Plan programs, goals, and policies are cited below: 

Goal BC-10: Accommodate community needs for safe, high-quality, and affordable child care services and 
facilities, both for Redwood City residents and people who work in Redwood City.

Policy BC-10.2: Integrate the child care needs of those who live and work in the city into the City’s planning 
processes. Locate child care services, where possible, in or near housing, transportation, and employment 
centers so as to be convenient to residents and workers.

Program BC 34: Child Care Zoning. Ensure that Zoning Ordinance standards and permitting processes for 
child care facilities facilitate their provision at appropriate locations throughout Redwood City.

 Consider Zoning Ordinance revisions to support the establishment of large family child care homes 
and centers through a simplified, streamlined review process.

 Consider Zoning Ordinance changes that include performance standards for childcare centers 
located in Commercial Office and Mixed-Use zoning districts, and in school, church and other 
public/quasi-public buildings in residential zones to simplify the approval process for these 
facilities.

 Explore updating the Zoning Ordinance provisions regarding small childcare centers (up to 24 
children) to be located in all residential zones.

The proposed updates are in keeping with the General Plan goals and policies related to child care. The 
zoning amendments increase the number of viable locations and streamline the review process to reduce 
barriers to child care. The proposed updates would allow large family child care homes by right in all 
dwellings, which would increase child care in residential zoning districts. The proposed updates would 
allow child care centers up to 60 children by-right in all commercial and mixed-use zoning districts and to 
increase child care in employment centers. Locating child care in residential areas would help local 
residents and locating child care in employment centers would help serve people who work in Redwood 
City. Increasing the availability of child care and streamlining the review process is meant to result in more 
affordable child care across the City.

FISCAL IMPACT 

None

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
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ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 

The proposed child care zoning text amendments have been reviewed under the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA), including the CEQA Guidelines. The proposed changes implement the General Plan 
and were analyzed as part of the General Plan EIR. The proposed zoning amendments would result in less 
than significant impacts, and no new or more severe impacts would occur. No further environmental 
review is required. The CEQA memo in Attachment C further describes this analysis. 

PUBLIC NOTICE

Public notification was achieved by posting the agenda, with the agenda items being listed, at least 72 
hours prior to the meeting. On March 12, 2021, at least ten days prior to the hearing date, notice of the 
City Council hearing was posted on the City website, placed in the San Mateo Daily Journal, emailed to an 
interested parties list, and posted to www.redwoodcity.org/zoningamendments. 

ALTERNATIVES

1. Request modifications to the proposed zoning amendments.
2. Do not approve zoning code amendments relating to child care. 

ATTACHMENTS 

Attachment A – Draft ordinance
Attachment B – Planning Commission Resolution 20-15
Attachment C – CEQA Memo

REPORT PREPARED BY:

Apollo Rojas, Senior Planner
arojas@redwoodcity.org 
(650) 780-7365

APPROVED BY:

Mark Muenzer, Community Development & Transportation Director
Melissa Stevenson Diaz, City Manager

http://www.redwoodcity.org/
http://www.redwoodcity.org/zoningamendments

