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Memorandum 
Date: December 31, 2013 

To: City of Astoria Planning Commission 

cc: Brett Estes and Rosemary Johnson, City of Astoria Community Development Department 

From: Matt Hastie, Shayna Rehberg, and Cathy Corliss  

Re: Draft Civic Greenway Plan Area Amendments #1b (Task 3.1) 1 

 

A.  INTRODUCTION/OVERVIEW  

In 2009 the City of Astoria adopted the Astoria Riverfront Vision Plan.  The Riverfront Vision Plan 
describes a future vision and specific recommended implementation measures related to open space,  
land use, and transportation plans along the Columbia River waterfront. For purposes of the 
Riverfront Vision Plan, City’s riverfront was divided into four plan areas: Bridge Vista, Urban Core, 
Civic Greenway, and Neighborhood Greenway.  
 
In 2012-2013, the City of Astoria requested and received a Transportation and Growth Management 
(TGM) Code Assistance grant to develop and write updated comprehensive plan language, 
development code text, and map amendments to implement policies and recommendations in the 
City’s adopted Riverfront Vision Plan for the Civic Greenway Plan Area (Phase 1) and Bridge Vista 
Plan Area (Phase 2). As a first step in this process, the project team prepared a Code Evaluation 
Report summarizing development code issues to be addressed in drafting these amendments for the 
Civic Greenway Plan Area, which is shown in Figure 1.  The current zoning within the Civic 
Greenway Plan Area is shown in Figure 2. 
 
After reviewing the Code Evaluation Report with City and TGM program staff, as well as members 
of the Astoria Planning Commission, the project team began drafting preliminary code amendment 
language to address selected code issues.  The group agreed to prepare three sets of draft code 
amendments to allow for adequate review of the draft code amendments with the Planning 
Commission and public.  This memo represents the second set of three sets of draft code issues and 
amendments for the Civic Greenway Plan Area (Amendments #1b).  These issues and amendments 
address the following topics: 
 

 Physical access to the river 
o Design concepts and ownership 
o Access hours 
o Design standards 
o Applicability 

                                                 
1
   This project is partially funded by a grant from the Transportation and Growth Management (TGM) Program, 

a joint program of the Oregon Department of Transportation and the Oregon Department of Land Conservation 
and Development. This TGM grant is financed, in part, by federal Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21

st
 Century 

(MAP-21), local government, and State of Oregon funds. The contents of this document do not necessarily 
reflect views or policies of the State of Oregon. 
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 Visual access to the river 
o Building height 
o Building stepbacks 
o Building setbacks 
o Applicability 

 
For each topic, the project team has identified one or more options for consideration and discussion 
by the Planning Commission.  In some cases, options may be combined or further refined to 
identify a preferred option.  It is noted how graphics may be provided to illustrate the preferred 
option. In some cases, options range from making minimal or no changes to existing code language 
to making more significant changes or amendments. In other cases, they represent different 
approaches to addressing a given topic. Where examples of implementing code language are 
presented, these examples are usually based on language from other communities and are shown in 
shaded text boxes. Finally, some topics and sets of options conclude with a project team (staff and 
consultant) recommendation for the Planning Commission to consider. 
 
Ultimately, new or amended code provisions may be implemented by integrating them into existing 
articles of the Development Code (e.g., individual zones, Columbia River shorelands, Additional 
Development Standards) or by including them in a new overlay district developed for the Civic 
Greenway Plan Area and/or the Riverfront Plan Area. These alternatives will be further discussed 
and determined once all of the code elements that will apply to the Civic Greenway Plan Area are 
developed. 
 
As stated in previous work sessions with the Planning Commission, the objective of this project is to 
identify amendments to the city’s Development Code that will implement recommendations in the 
Astoria Riverfront Vision Plan.  The intent is not to revisit or revise recommendations from that 
Plan which has been adopted by the Astoria City Council. 
 
Civic Greenway Planning Vision Plan Land Use Assumptions and Objectives 
 

● Protect river vistas to maintain physical and visual connections to the Columbia River. 

● Create and enhance open spaces which provide views of the Columbia River, ranging 

from smaller, more intimate spaces to larger gathering places. 

● Create a modest scale residential and mixed use neighborhood in an area  east of Mill 

Pond. 

● Enhance connections to the Civic Greenway area from adjacent neighborhoods. 

● Encourage maritime related uses consistent with Astoria’s working riverfront such as 

docks, piers, marinas, and associated uses that provide jobs and maintain a historic 

connection to the River. 

● Continue to permit repair of existing overwater structures. 
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Figure 1: Civic Greenway Plan Area 
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Figure 2: Zoning in the Civic Greenway Plan Area 

 

 
 

During the Riverfront Vision planning process, the community indicated that there are important 
view corridors to the river from three key perspectives: 

1. Along and out over the river from the River Trail; 
2. Uppertown on hillsides above the Civic Greenway Plan Area; and  
3. Along streets between Marine Drive and the river. 

 
Views along and out over the river (#1 above) are addressed by Section B of this memo, which 
focuses on physical access to the river, while views from above the plan area (#2) and along the 
streets between the Marine Drive and river (#3) are addressed by visual access to the river in the 
following section, Section C, of this memo. 

 

B.  PHYSCIAL ACCESS TO THE RIVER 

Physical access to the river is discussed in this section of the memo in terms of requiring or 
encouraging development to provide piers or walkways out over the water associated with future 
overwater development that obstructs the view of the river from the shoreline. Depending on how 
overwater development is regulated in the Civic Greenway, there may be a limited need for these 
types of requirements in this area.  However, this topic is expected to be relevant and potentially 
applicable to other riverfront plan areas.  The topics of potential code amendments associated with 
construction and operation of this type of physical access to the river include the following: 
  

 Design concepts and ownership 

 Access hours  

 Design standards 

 Applicability 
 
This memo describes approaches and options to address these topics.  Specific draft code language 
needed to implement a set of preferred options will be provided in a subsequent memo.  New 
provisions are expected to be included in a new code section consisting of applicability standards, 
illustrations of preferred design options, width and length design standards, and assignments of 
maintenance responsibilities. 
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1. Design Concepts and Ownership 

Three design concepts for providing physical access to the river were illustrated and described in 
the Riverfront Vision Plan as well as in the Final Evaluation Report (Task 1.4). These design 
concepts can be further clarified with design standards that can be integrated into the 
Development Code (discussed in Section B3 of this memo) and into engineering standards as 
needed. The three concepts – Design Concepts A, B, and C – are presented below in order to 
review the range in designs they represent and to discuss the different ownership models 
associated with them.  The illustrations for Design Concepts A, B, and C are drawn from the 
Riverfront Vision Plan and show multi-story buildings. These illustrations were originally 
prepared for the Urban Core Plan Area where there may be higher maximum building heights 
and greater density. Overwater building heights will be limited in the Civic Greenway Plan Area, 
as addressed in the previous Amendments #1a memo.  The ownership model influences issues 
like access and responsibility for maintenance. Applicability of these concepts and associated 
requirements will be addressed in Section B4. 
 
 
Design Concept A/“Mid-site access” (Figure 3) – This design concept is based on an 
easement provided through the middle of the parcel. As an easement, access could be restricted 
during specified hours and responsibility for maintenance would likely be the property owner’s. 
 

Figure 3: Design Concept A 

 
 
Design Concept B/“Viewpoints” (Figure 4) – This design concept could be provided 
through either existing right-of-way, created and dedicated right-of-way, or easements, 
depending on the location and relationship of the walkways to the overwater structure. Access 
may be restricted during specified hours and responsibility for maintenance could be either the 
City’s or the property owner’s.  The following sub-section of this memo addresses that issue. 
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Figure 4: Design Concept B 

 
 
Design Concept C/”Trail extension” (Figure 5) – This design concept serves as an 
extension of the River Trail and could be provided through either existing right-of-way, created 
and dedicated right-of-way, or easements for the piers on the east and west sides of the 
development. The boardwalk along the north side of the development would be provided in an 
easement. Given the ownership options, access may be restricted during specified hours and 
responsibility for maintenance could be either the City’s or the property owner’s. This concept 
may be cost-prohibitive for developers to provide, but it would be a valuable amenity for those 
who may choose to provide it. 

 
Figure 5: Design Concept C 

 
 

 
Project Team Recommendation: Allow all three concepts as options for providing physical 
access to the river along with applicable supporting code and engineering requirements.  
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2. Access Hours 

Access to the River Trail is currently restricted by section Code 5.927 which applies to city Park 
Hours because the River Trail is considered a city park. Similarly, the City or property owners 
may want to limit access to these piers or walkways during certain hours of the day or evening 
for safety or liability reasons. Similar to the City’s park hours, typical examples of limiting access 
hours include physically and/or regulatorily prohibiting access for time periods such as sunset to 
sunrise or 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. Physical prohibition would entail erecting gates or other barriers to 
access; regulatory prohibition would entail including the hours in the City code and posting the 
hours of access at the entrances to the piers.  For those piers or walkways that are privately 
owned, the hours of access should be established with the property owner as part of the 
conditions of approval.  Community development staff will work with police and parks 
departments staff to identify appropriate limitations on hours of access. 

 
 

3. Design Standards for Overwater Access 

New piers and boardwalks in Astoria have been constructed according to International Building 
Code standards, referenced in the City’s Building Code (Chapter 9), including specifications for 
railings and ballisters. New piers in the plan area may be subject to design review by the Historic 
Landmarks Commission for those that are adjacent to a designated Historic District or Historic 
Landmark, pursuant to Development Code Article 6 (Historic Properties).  
 
Design elements for new piers that can be further detailed in the plan area include minimum 
width and length.  
 
Minimum Width 
 
The Draft 2013 TSP includes width standards for shared-use paths in Astoria.2 The standards 
show a 12-foot wide hard-surfaced shared-use path, with two-foot shoulders on each side. There 
is a provision for 16 feet of path width in areas with “significant walking or biking demand.” The 
Riverfront Vision Plan proposed pier widths of 12 to 24 feet for overwater access depending on 
whether there was development to just one side or both sides of the pier.   
 
Project Team Recommendation:  Establish a minimum pier width of 12 to 16 feet, with 16 
feet required if both sides of the pier or walkway are developed with overwater structures. 
 

                                                 
2
 Draft 2013 TSP, Volume 1, p. 48 and Figure 18. 

The 2013-2033 Astoria Trails Master Plan does not include dimensional design standards for trails but does 
address trail amenities like signage. 
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Length 
 
Length of the piers was discussed in the Riverfront Vision Plan in terms of length beyond the 
north face or plane of development in order to see views up and down the river. The Riverfront 
Vision Plan proposed that the piers in Design Concept B – designated as the “viewpoints” 
design option – extend 10 feet beyond the north face of the development. There is the potential 
to apply this to Design Concept A as well. 

 
Project Team Recommendation:  Require the pier to extend beyond the north face of 
development by the same amount (e.g., 10 feet) for Design Concepts A and B. 

 

4. Applicability 

The main decision in considering applicability of new provisions regarding physical access to the 
river is whether development will be required to provide this access or whether development 
will be encouraged to provide it. Requiring this access could be triggered similarly to existing 
design review provisions in the City’s Gateway Overlay zone3, which the City has indicated has 
generally been working well thus far. These trigger conditions include not only new 
development, but also significant renovations as defined in the code in terms of value of the 
renovation compared to the structure’s assessed value. It should be noted that there are very few 
existing overwater structures within the Civic Greenway area so this issue will be more relevant 
to other sub-areas.  Encouraging this access could be done by allowing increases in maximum 
overwater building height, size, and width, which are regulations that are being developed as part 
of this code amendment process. 

 

 Option 1 – Encourage physical access to the river to be provided by allowing specified 
increases (percentages or absolute amounts) of overwater building height, building size, 
or building width) in conjunction with provision of piers or walkways. 

 Option 2 – Require only new construction to provide physical access to the river. 

 Option 3 – Require new construction or major renovation to provide physical access to 
the river, where “major renovation” is defined as construction/alterations only to 
building exteriors valued at 75% or more of the assessed value of the existing structure; 
routine maintenance costs would not be part of the trigger calculation. 

 

A secondary question is whether these provisions should be applied to all new overwater 
development or only development that would block physical access to or view of the River.  For 
instance, docks, piers or marinas may already include these features and would not necessarily 
have to meet these requirements.  In addition, the City could choose not to apply these 
requirements to other uses that do not include structures that block views of the river. 
   
Project Team Recommendation: None at this time 

 

                                                 
3
 Astoria Development Code, Section 14.020. 
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C.  VISUAL ACCESS TO THE RIVER FROM LAND 

Visual access to the river is addressed in this section primarily in terms of views from hillsides above the 
river and views along streets between Marine Drive and the river. Code topics that address these types of 
visual access include the following: 

 Building height  

 Building stepbacks 

 Building setbacks  

 Applicability 
 
Building height – in particular, limits to building height – is an important factor in protecting views from 
above the river, as are upper story building stepbacks. Stepbacks are stepped or progressive recessions in a 
building’s face as the building rises higher. Building height in this memo is discussed in terms of on-land 
building height; overwater building height was addressed in the previous “Amendments #1a memo.” In 
addition to blocking less of the view from above the river, upper story building stepbacks also address 
issues of increased light and solar access and the aesthetic experience from the street. Building setbacks 
and streetscape design elements such as street trees are key in protecting views along streets running 
between Marine Drive and the Columbia River. 
 

1. Building Height 

As shown in Table 1, existing maximum height regulations in many zones in the Civic Greenway 
Plan Area – where there are height regulations – allow buildings up to 45 feet, with some 
specified exceptions. 

 
Table 1: Existing On-Land Height Regulations in Civic Greenway Plan Area 

Zone Maximum Height 

AH-MP 35 feet, except 45 feet for structures on lots with frontage on Marine Dr and 
Lot 47 in Mill Pond Village with frontage on 29th St and Waterfront St 

C-3 45 feet 

HR 45 feet, except 60 feet for hotels  

LS 35 feet 

MH 45 feet 

R-3 35 feet 

S-1 None 

S-2A 28 feet, except 45 feet above grade of adjacent shoreland between extended 
15th-21st St right-of-way   

Gateway Overlay 
(GO) Zone 

24 feet minimum height (for building massing purposes) 
  

 
As discussed in the Evaluation Report, studies of view corridors from above the river found that 
development built up to 45 feet does not necessarily intrude into the view corridors from the 
hillsides. A study of building heights and setbacks along the riverfront was also conducted for 
the Riverfront Vision Plan, which also generally found 45 feet to be a threshold between clear 
and blocked views along the river. While 45 feet appears to be a sensible maximum height for 
this area, it may be advisable to set a lower base maximum height, and allow for 45 feet in 
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exchange for other view protection measures (e.g., additional setbacks, stepbacks or other 
strategies to limit building mass or site coverage) in the area.  

 

 Option 1 – Maintain existing height regulations, except for eliminating the HR zone (and 
its allowance for hotels of up to 60 feet), which City staff indicated earlier only applies to 
one area and may no longer be necessary or appropriate for that area. 

 

 Option 2 – Establish a maximum building height of 28 feet for the plan area, with an 
allowance for up to 45 feet when additional building setbacks are applied or when 
building floors/stories above 28 feet are stepped back at least [six/15] feet.  Existing 
variance procedures and criteria would continue to apply. (Note: Stepbacks are discussed 
further in Section C2.) 

 
Project Team Recommendation: Option 2 

 

2. Building Stepbacks 

There are currently no stepback regulations in Astoria. Stepback requirements in other communities 
typically apply to floors three stories and above. The TGM Model Development Code for Small 
Cities (3rd Edition) features model language for upper story stepbacks and generally directs a 
modest stepback for fourth stories and higher. However, stepbacks described during the Riverfront 
Vision process typically illustrated stepbacks above the first story as shown in Figure 7. 

 

A stepback study done for a TGM code assistance project for Downtown Tigard demonstrated 
how stepbacks of six and ten feet were visually comparable, particularly from the street, while a 
ten-foot stepback significantly constrained building construction and the configuration of units 
within it.  At the same time, different stepback widths may be more visually impactful if seen 
from buildings or streets on Astoria’s hillsides and a larger stepback may be warranted for the 
facades of taller buildings that front streets approaching the river. 
 
Figure 7: Stepback Example  
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As discussed in Section C1, a stepback requirement can be established in conjunction with an 
allowance to increase building height. 

 

 Option 1 – Do not establish stepback requirements. 

 Option 2 – Establish a stepback of [six/15] feet for floors/stories above 24 feet (or two 
stories) up to the maximum height allowed for the face of a building fronting a street 
leading to the river or fronting the River Trail (Figure 9).  

 
Figure 9: Potential Code Requirements for Upper Story Stepbacks 

 
Purpose. The purpose of the stepback is to allow for less obstructed views from above the building, to 

create a less imposing building scale as viewed from the street or parallel River Trail, and to allow more light 
down to the adjacent or fronting street, sidewalk or trail.  

 
Stepback. Where the height of a proposed building or building addition exceeds 24 feet or two stories, that 
portion of the building shall provide a stepback of at least [six/15] feet from the front plane of the subject 
building that is closest to the street or trail. 
 

 
Project Team Recommendation: Option 2 

 
3. Building Setbacks 

As illustrated in Table 2, on-land zones in the Civic Greenway Plan Area have minimal to no 
front, rear, or side setback requirements currently. Correspondingly, substantial lot coverage is 
allowed, and a minimum floor area ratio (FAR) of 1:1 is required in the Gateway Overlay zone.  
 

Table 2: Existing Setback Regulations in Civic Greenway Plan Area 

Zone Setbacks 

AH-MP None, except a view corridor of at least 25 feet (75 feet recommended) from 
Marine Drive to the Columbia River   

C-3 None, except 5-foot “buffer” when adjacent to a lot in a residential zone 

HR None  

LS None  

MH None  

R-3 Front yard – minimum 20 feet  
Side yard – minimum 5 feet, except corner lots 15 feet 
Rear yard – minimum 15 feet, except corner lots 5 feet 

S-1 None  

S-2A None  

Gateway Overlay 
(GO) Zone 

None  

 
The Draft 2013 TSP classifies streets in Civic Greenway Plan Area, from west to east, as mixed-
use local, residential local, and commercial/industrial local. Most streets in this area are platted as 
60-feet wide rights-of-way although some of those streets have been vacated and few have been 
developed.  There is one potential new identified east-west street in the area – an extension of 



Draft City of Astoria Code Assistance Memorandum Task 3.1 12 
December 31, 2013 

Log Bronc Way through a potential new residential area.  Optimum right-of-way widths for 
these streets are established in the TSP as: 
 

 Mixed-use local – 60 feet 

 Residential local – 54 feet 

 Commercial/industrial local – 42 feet  
 

During the review of the Evaluation Report, a view corridor of at least 50-75 feet wide was 
discussed, which would generally involve the street right-of-way and varying building setbacks.    
 
Another potential feature in view corridors between Marine Drive and the river are street trees. 
Currently the only specific street tree regulations in the Astoria Development Code are the 
Gateway Overlay zone design guidelines that state that street trees that are at least 15 feet tall at 
maturity should be provided along both sides of the right-of-way (Section 14.030.D.1). 
Otherwise, a landscaping plan must be submitted to the Community Development Director for 
new construction, remodeling with a value of at least 33% of the assessed value of the structure, 
or when there is a change of use or installation of new parking areas; however, street trees are 
not specified as required elements in a landscaping plan. It may be advisable to limit the height 
and width of tree species in the rights-of-way between Marine Drive and the river in the plan 
area to ensure that they do not inordinately block views of the river along streets that lead to the 
river. 
 
View Corridor Options 

 Option 1 – Maintain existing regulations, which would include view corridors along 
existing north / south rights-of way and  the view corridor requirement of at least 25 feet 
in the AH-MP zone. 

 Option 2 – Establish a minimum view corridor width of 70 feet, centered on the right-
of-way centerline, for north-south rights-of-way between Marine Drive and the 
Columbia River. 

 
Additional Questions 

 Should the minimum 1:1 FAR requirement in the Gateway Overlay zone for parcels 
fronting rights-of-way that run between Marine Drive and the river in the plan area be 
eliminated (e.g., in the MH and HR zones in this area)? 

 Should the City require that street trees be columnar species with relatively narrow 
profiles or pruned to a width of [10-15] feet, and with a maximum height of [45-50] feet. 
(See Attachment A for a list of columnar tree species and their heights and spreads at 
maturity.) 

 

Project Team Recommendations: Option 2 and yes to the additional questions 
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4. Applicability 

Staff recommends that potential new provisions regarding building height, stepbacks, and 
setbacks apply to: 
 

 New construction; and  

 Expansion or reconstruction of an existing building that would result in all or a portion 
of the building exceeding proposed new building height, stepback, or setback 
requirements.  
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Attachment A: Columnar Trees 

 

 

Source: City of Portland Tree and Landscaping Manual, http://www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/article/71964 

http://www.portlandoregon.gov/bds/article/71964

