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INTRODUCTION  

 
 

The Mission Trails Design District Ordinance and Design Manual covers some 2,000 acres 

adjacent to Mission Trails Regional Park within the Navajo, Tierrasanta and East Elliott 

communities. The Master Development Plan for Lake Murray, Cowles and Fortuna 

Mountains Regional Park (now Mission Trails Park) provided the direction for the 

preparation of this ordinance and design manual by calling for design guidelines to control 

development in the sensitive areas around the Park. 

    

 
 

The Mission Trails Design District is comprised of three subareas: 

 

SUBAREA 1 

 

Opportunity Areas include the commercially and multifamily residentially zoned sections of 

the District which could potentially redevelop according to existing zoning and the adopted 

community plan. 
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SUBAREA 2 

 

Hillside Areas include steep, undeveloped hillsides presently under the HR (Hillside Review) 

Overlay zone, as well as undeveloped non-HR zoned areas contiguous to the Regional Park 

and HR areas. 

 

SUBAREA 3 

 

Mission Gorge and San Diego River Areas include portions of Mission Gorge adjacent to the Park 

along the San Diego River. 

 

 

 

 

 

Design guidelines have been prepared for each subarea to assist in evaluating new 

development. Because most of the district is or will be developed for residential use, the 

design guidelines are primarily intended to assist in the evaluation of new residential 

development. 

 

The guidelines developed for Subarea 1, which is primarily a commercial and multifamily 

residential zoned area, are designed to ensure that new development should not radically 

change the existing character of the surrounding neighborhood. Major concerns are the bulk, 

scale and height of new development. 

 

Guidelines for Subarea 2, which is primarily the steep undeveloped hillside areas adjacent to the 

Park, are basically concerned with the impacts associated with hillside development and attendant 

grading. 

 

The guidelines for Subarea 3 are most concerned with protecting the visual linkages to and from 

the park in the Mission Gorge area and implementing the San Diego River Park Master Plan 

Design Guidelines. 

 

The design guidelines will be used by the Planning Department in evaluating the impact and 

compliance of all new development projects and permit requests within the District. 
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DESIGN MANUAL  
 

ALL SUBAREAS 

 

The following design principles apply to all subareas within the Mission Trails Design 

District: 

 

POLICY: NEW DEVELOPMENT SHOULD RELATE TO THE PARK AND EXISTING 

LANDSCAPING IN THE PARK. 

 

A. New developments shall maintain contiguous public access immediately adjacent to the 

   park edge or boundaries. 

 

   1) In a conventional subdivision, rear property lines shall not be permitted contiguous to 

      the park boundary. Access roads or bike paths could buffer park from private yard. 

      Wherever possible, pathways should provide linkages to trails within the park. 
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   2) In a Planned Residential Development, common recreational/open space areas shall 

      abut the park boundary. Private property lines shall not be permitted within 20 feet of 

      the park's edge or boundary. 

          

 
 

B. New development immediately abutting the park should provide open space linkages, 

   bike/pedestrian (and equestrian if in East Elliott) access to the park. 
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C. New landscaping should 

   complement the park's 

   existing plant palette in 

   terms of color and shape 

   to create a landscaping 

   transition between the 

   park and the built 

   environment as well as 

   serve as a visual extension 

   of the park.  Every 

   landscape plan shall 

   include a design statement 

   explaining how the 

   landscape plan relates to 

   the Regional Park plant 

   environment. 

 

D. Architectural materials and colors for new development should be designed to blend into 

   the natural backdrop of the Mission Trails Regional Park to provide a transition from the 

   park. Architectural materials should be chosen to complement the Regional Park 

   environment, and natural materials such as flagstone, river rocks, wood and tile should be 

   considered for a portion of the facade. Architectural colors for exterior facades should be 

   chosen from the color palette of the natural soil, rocks and plant life from the Regional 

   Park. Extreme color selections should be avoided. Exterior accent colors should be 

   chosen from the existing park environment. 

 

E. No structure shall exceed four stories or 50 feet in height, including screening of 

   mechanical  equipment. 

 

F. Citywide Wireless Communication Facilities Policy 600-43. The Citywide 

   Communications Facilities Policy should be applied to the Mission Trails Design District 

   with the following additional guidelines and considerations. 

 

    1) Screening - All wireless communication facilities should be fully screened from 

       public view. The screening should be in the form of appropriate facade materials 

       when the facility will be installed as part of a building, or adequately screened by 

       landscaping when it will be free standing. 

 

   2) Landscaping  - Landscaping should be used to screen the wireless communications 

       facility equipment proposal when necessary to minimize the visual impact of the 

       equipment. Vertical evergreen trees should be part of the proposal to screen the 

       equipment. 

 

   3) Views to the Park - Any new Wireless Communication Facility should be constructed 

       to maximize public views to the park, without creating new obstructions in the view 

       shed. 
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SUBAREA 1 - OPPORTUNITY AREAS  

 

The following design principles apply to Subarea 1 of the Mission Trails Design District: 

 

POLICY: THE SCALE OF NEW BUILDINGS SHOULD BE CONSISTENT WITH THE  

EXISTING CHARACTER OF THE REGIONAL PARK.  

 

A. Relate the height of new buildings to the height of existing development. 

   The relationship between areas of low-profile buildings and areas of taller or more 

   visually prominent buildings can be made more compatible if the transition in building 

   height is gradual. 

   Exceptionally tall buildings immediately adjacent to low buildings usually create 

   problems such as excessive shadows, undesirable wind tunnels, lack of privacy and view 

   blockage. 

 

B. Tall buildings should occur closest to centers of activity and community services to 

   encourage economic, energy and transportation efficiency and express the functional 

   importance of these centers. 

 

C. Building size should be scaled to human proportion and articulated to reflect a diversity 

   of facade elements. For example, a group of apartments should not present a bulky, 

   monolithic appearance against the parkscape. 

     

 

 

Example: Properly articulated 
    buildings tend to blend well into 
    their natural surroundings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Example: Slab structures tend 
to dominate and obscure the 
natural surroundings. 
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D. A building that does not share either a similar height or profile with adjoining structures 

   should mitigate disruptive effects to a neighborhood by incorporating features of adjacent 

   buildings. 

 

   1)  Decorative features of adjacent buildings can make a new building appear a part of 

       the contiguous theme. 

 

   2)  A false front or parapet can partially disguise a building's height and give a 

       harmonious profile with adjacent buildings. 

 

E. The appearance of bulk in a structure should be mitigated by means of at least one and 

   preferably a combination of the following factors so as to produce the impression of an 

   aggregate of parts rather than a single building mass. 

 

   1)  Major variations in the planes of wall surfaces, in either height or depth, that 

       significantly alter the mass. 
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2)  Use of angled walls, and asymmetrical patterns of setbacks, use of pronounced 

 faceting, carving or sculpturing techniques to avoid a square, boxy or flat silhouette. 

 

3)  The horizontal dimension of the plane of wall surface should not exceed 50 percent of 

 the total dimension of the adjacent lot line. 

 
 

   4)  Building surfaces should be articulated and textured to reduce their apparent size. 

       Buildings can be articulated with canopies, balconies, terraces, cornices, small 

       windows and other architectural details. Buildings can be textured by using different 

       materials, colors or facades to produce separate elements. 

 

       a.  Treat upper floors so that they actually, or seem to, set back and recede. 

 

       b.  Smaller architectural elements: Windows, cornices and other details 

          should be not much larger than they would be on a single-family house. 

 

F. All parking should be enclosed or underground. 
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SUBAREA 2 - HILLSIDE AREAS  

 

The following design principles apply to Subarea 2 of the Mission Trails Design District: 

 

POLICY: HILLSIDE DEVELOPMENT SHOULD RETAIN THE NATURAL  

CHARACTER OF THE LAND.  

 

A. LAND PREPARATION/SITE PLANNING 

 

   1) Standard prepared pads (cut and fill grading) resulting in a terraced hillside and 

      extensive removal of natural groundcover shall not be permitted. 
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2) Where workable and appropriate, retaining walls should considered as an alternative 

   to banks of cut and fill. 

 

3) In steep terrain, plan buildings to fit into the hillside rather than altering the hillside to 

   fit the buildings. 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

22 

 

4) Grading should be contoured to preserve the natural landform, and facilitate planting 

   and maintenance. 
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5) Altered natural land should be replanted with erosion retardant cover. 

 

6) Man-made banks should avoid straight and unnatural slope faces. 

 Example: Vary slope increments. 
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7) Only clustered development and structures that adjust to steep terrain shall be 

   permitted. 

 

   Clustering usually allows more units on a site than a conventional development on the 

   same site, but development will be concentrated on the least sensitive land. The 

   excessive economic and social cost of developing steep, ecologically sensitive, or 

   scenic land can be avoided. 

 

8) No development should be permitted on the crest of a hill or along a ridge. 

 

   Only low-profile development should be allowed on canyon rims or ridges. Such 

   development should be sensitively designed to fit in with the hillside and not be 

   visually prominent. 

 

9) Where it is impossible to avoid developing the crest of a hill or ridge, landscaping 

   should be used to soften the visual impact of development. 
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10) Hillside development shall not be permitted on slopes 50 percent or greater. The 

    clustering concept should be applied to avoid those slopes. 

 

11) The following cluster development concepts should be considered for hillsides: 

 

    a.  Development set into the contours of the hillside complementing the land's 

       natural character. 

 
 

    b.  Multiple "step down" development on existing slopes, maximizing views and 

        opportunities to design rooftops as private outdoor spaces. 
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c.   Unconventional structures with foundation adapted to the hillside conditions. 
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12) Lots and structures should be oriented towards views and vistas of Mission Trails 

    Park. For example, lots should be oriented at right angles to the contour lines in a 

    staggered fashion instead of at right angles to the streets. 

 

 
 

13)  Utilize for community or public land use those portions of the hillsides most exposed 

     to public view, or from which the widest views are possible. 
            

 
 


