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Chapter 1:  Purpose and Intent 

Introduction  

Design Review is one of several procedures the 

City uses to guide development in the interest of 

the publicôs health, safety and general welfare.  

It assures that the community develops 

according to the Cityôs aesthetic and functional 

expectations provided under the General Plan 

and Zoning Code.   Design Review in Williams 

was originally created in 1987 to be distinct 

from, other City project reviews, such as a use 

permit, a rezoning or a building permit. 

Design Review examines a projectôs layout, its 

relationship to the neighborhood, landscaping, 

parking, driveways, signs and other features.  It 

considers a projects physical features, such as 

appearance and how well it functions on the site 

in relation to its surroundings.  Without specific 

design criteria to guide development, design 

review is subjective and creates inconsistent 

decisions.  Preclusion of   criteria to guide 

designers and City decision makers causes 

design review to become arduous to administer 

and results in less than desirable project designs.  

Although design review is intended to protect 

and enhance the communityôs property values, 

without appropriate design criteria, the original 

design review process became an economic 

hurdle in the development review process.  

The Design Review Manual bridges this gap by 

providing appropriate criteria for future 

development. It also provides more 

predictability in the development process, 

thereby improving community investment.  

The Design Review Manual was developed by 

an Ad Hoc Committee appointed by the 

Williams City Council. The Ad Hoc Committee, 

whose membership included elected and 

appointed officials along with others 

representing a cross-section of civic interests.  In 

preparing the Manual, the Committee was 

assisted by City staff and professional design 

consultants.  A summary of the Design Review 

Process is presented in Chapter 2.  Design 

principles for the Manual have been 

incorporated into Chapter 3.  Chapter 4 provides 

an overview of the design context for Williams.  

From this context analysis, Chapter 5 offers 

design context recommendations that include a 

pictorial catalogue of preferred designs.  

Chapter 6 consists of more specific design 

guidelines for designing new buildings, signs 

and related improvements. The Appendix 

section includes:  (1) a glossary of terms used 

throughout the Manual, more specific details on 

the Cityôs Design Review Procedures; (2) a 

summary of a community image survey 

conducted in 2011 used as a basis for the 

Manualôs design preferences; and (3) specific 

design standards, such as parking lot, 

landscaping, irrigation, trash enclosure and mail 

delivery facility design requirements.  In all the 

Manual has been developed as a standalone 

document that design/development community, 

public, and the City can use to design and 

approve new development and sign projects. 

The Manual should be taken in whole in order to 

understand the focus, concerns and expectations, 

which they embody. Readers are urged to 

consult City staff concerning the application 

process or to obtain an explanation of the 

purpose and details of the Manual. The Manual 

should be consulted early in the in planning and 

design stages of development. 

City of Williams History  

To appreciate Williamsô architectural context, 

some understanding of the Cityôs past is 

necessary (some passages have been taken from 

the Background Report, on Cultural Resources, 

by Ric Windmiller (see Appendix E herein).  

The gold rush triggered not only the rapid 

expansion of agriculture, but also the 

development of manufacturing and commerce.  

The major development of the immediate post-

gold rush era was the idea of a transcontinental 

railroad.  By 1863, the Central Pacific Railroad 

was under construction as part of an ambitious 

plan to link the West Coast with the East.  

Construction of the Northern Railway, a short 

line subsidiary of the Central Pacific, would link 

agricultural communities on the west side of the 

Sacramento Valley.   
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Knowing of the railroadôs plans, William H. 

Williams advertised town lots in Williams.  

In 1876, after laying out the town, Williams 

circulated maps showing the advantages of 

living in this town.  As tracks were laid from 

Arbuckle northward, lots were sold and 

buildings were quickly constructed.  During the 

same year, Williams had his home constructed 

of bricks hauled by wagon to the location from 

Marysville. Tracks were then completed to 

Williams and the first train arrived on June 23, 

1877.  The new town, at first named ñCentralò 

then changed to ñWilliamsò, continued to grow 

even after its year-long status as the railroadôs 

terminus.  The initial hastily constructed 

buildings were replaced by substantial business 

structures and homes made of brick.  The town 

quickly became a shipping point for grain which 

saw new construction of large storage 

warehouses, a flour mill and other 

manufacturing facilities.  By 1886, the town 

supported small clusters of commercial 

enterprises, such as a paint shop, a central hotel, 

an ice house lumber yard, and a number of 

commercial buildings supporting bars, hardware 

store, post office and feed stores.  A number of 

fires swept through the town over this ten-year 

period so there was a continuous process of 

rebuilding and the town continued to grow.  

Farming and the railroads supported this growth.   

Wheat and other farmed cereal crops comprised 

the first great advance in California agriculture. 

The second important advance was irrigation.  

Construction irrigation canals and the decline of 

wheat prices toward the end of the century 

favored the breaking up of some of the larger 

land holdings for settlers to grow orchards and 

vineyards.  The availability of surface water for 

agriculture provided potential for diversifying 

crops and a number of 20 acre tracts around 

Williams were devoted to vineyards.  By the 

early 1890s, Williams had a number of social 

amenities, including a two-story brick school 

house, two churches and an opera house.  Two 

stage lines carried tourists seeking healthful hot 

springs in the hills west of Williams, such as 

Wilbur, Fouts and Sulphur.  A stage also made 

the round trip between Williams and Colusa. In 

1911, Williams constructed the high school 

which stands today as home to the Sacramento 

Valley Museum.  By 1918, Williams, with a 

population of 1,000, boasted of electric lights, its 

new water works project and more paved streets 

than any other town its size in the state.  By 

1924, commercial enterprises had filled many of 

the previously empty lots in the downtown and 

had a garage with a capacity of 25 automobiles, 

a movie theater, dance hall and service station.  

Despite the 1930s Depression, the older 

residential blocks in Williams continued to 

gradually fill.  The City Hall was completed in 

1939.  In the late 30s and early 40s, due to 

WWII, there was a three-fold increase in 

agricultural production.  1947 experienced the 

largest rice crop in the stateôs history.  In 1955, 

construction began on Williamôs new high 

school.  California experience unparalleled 

prosperity in the 1950s.  The Age of the 

Automobile probably reached its zenith during 

this period.  Highway 99W in Williams was 

lined with motels, gas stations, repair facilities 

and drive-ins.  Later, growth in Williams has not 

proven entirely beneficial for the Cityôs 

historical resources (especially buildings and 

structures 50 years old or older).  The route 

through town of old Highway 99W is largely 

striped of the once familiar landmarks such as 

the A&W Root Beer stand, the Shell and other 

gas stations and related businesses.  

Construction of Interstate 5 probably had much 

to do with the demise of many businesses 

associated with the automobile culture along 99.  

However, some of the landmarks remain. 

Williamsô older residential neighborhoods have 

also been impacted.  New homes and apartments 

have developed adjacent to historic buildings.  

On the southwest edge of town, a new 

subdivision adjoins the back side of historic 

homes. These more contemporary designs often 

clash with the cultural makeup of the City.   

Goals and Objectives 

Within the context of the General Plan the 

purpose of the Manual is to influence the 

character of development to  preserve Williams 

positive qualities; its rural, historical, and 

vernacular appearance and its feeling of 

openness   The Manual is designed to meet the 

needs of many users: property owners, 

merchants, real estate interests, architects, 

designers and building contractors, Planning 

Commission, Design Review Committee, City 

Council, City staff, and other interested 

organizations and persons in the community.  

The Manualôs objective is to engender creative 
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approaches and solutions within a workable 

framework, rather than laying out detailed and 

rigid standards. 

It is the City of Williams historic downtown and 

surrounding neighborhoods generally to the west 

of Highway 5 that makes it historic, unique, and 

special. It is therefore essential to consider the 

architectural defining features of this area when 

designing and constructing projects in all areas 

of the City.  This document reflects this notion 

by providing design standards and guidelines 

that are applicable throughout the community. 

Applicability and Consistency with the General 

Plan and Zoning Code:  To help improve design 

expectations and create more predictability in 

the development review process, the City 

updated the General Plan and Zoning Code in 

2012.  These guiding documents establish more 

specific criteria to improve certainty in the 

review process and, therefore, enhance 

investment into the community. Chapter 4 of the 

Manual also identifies various land use 

designations that define land use opportunities 

by area, such as residential, commercial and 

industrial.  The Manual harmonizes design 

guidelines with these various land use categories  

The Design Review Manual implements a 

number of 2010-30 General Plan policies as 

follows: 

¶ Unique standards will be prepared for the 

original town neighborhoods to retain the 

existing patterns and forms of 

development and to avoid inappropriate 

infill development or use conversions. 

¶ Neighborhood conservation standards will 

be used to ensure a conforming status of 

all existing neighborhoods and to regulate 

new construction or property 

improvements in a manner consistent with 

the existing character. 

¶ New neighborhood development standards 

will be created to ensure livable and 

sustainable living environments. Such 

standards will prevent monotony and 

promote innovation and quality. 

 

¶ Utilize the guidelines also to ensure the 

architectural appropriateness of newly 

constructed buildings. 

¶ The City will continue to facilitate 

developments that offer a variety of living 

options and environments provided they 

contribute positively to the intended 

community character. 

¶ New development that occurs within or 

immediately adjacent to the boundaries of 

the Traditional Residential land use 

district must be cohesive in their design 

and suitably transitioned. 

The Design Review Manual is legally enabled 

under Section 17.05.270 of the Zoning Code. By 

creating design criteria of what is expected from 

the designer/developer the Design Review 

Manual becomes an essential tool to steer future 

development and improve community 

development.  
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Chapter 2:  Design Review Process 

Introduction  

This chapter provides an overview of how a 

project is reviewed through the Cityôs Design 

Review process.   

The Design Review Process 

The objective of the design review process is to 

ensure that the Design Review Manual is 

followed; that projects respect Williamsôs rural 

scale, character, quality, and orientation.  

Projects will be reviewed by the City for 

consistency with the Manual.  It is not 

anticipated that each standard or guideline will 

apply equally to every project.  In some 

circumstances, one standard or guideline may be 

relaxed to facilitate compliance with others to be 

more important to the particular case.  

The Design Review process has been developed 

to allow streamlining project review.  Smaller 

projects can now be approved either by staff or 

the Design Review Committee (a three-member 

committee consisting of two Planning 

Commissioners and a citizen at large with design 

expertise).  Larger projects continue o subject to 

approval by the Planning Commission.  More 

specifics of this process are outlined in 

Appendix B, Design Review Procedures. The 

following is a brief overview of this process: 

Projects with Minimal Aesthetic Impacts   

The Director of Planning (Director) or his/her 

designee of the Planning staff may determine 

that a new small structure or change or addition 

to an existing building, or other site feature, has 

no potential for conflict with the objectives of 

development review due to its size, location, 

form, materials, and colors.  In such cases, no 

separate application or fee is required.  The 

determination will be noted in the projectôs 

building permit file, if any, or in the siteôs 

address file. This is considered a non-

discretionary action to review minimal projects 

for consistency with the Design Review Manual. 

Minor or Incidental Projects  

The Director or his/her designee may determine 

that work, such as a sign, repainting of a 

building that conforms to the City approved 

color palette, a building addition or remodel, or 

a new small structure is minor, or incidental, to 

the larger, previously approved project, is minor 

or incidental.  Also, in accordance with Section 

17.01.030.4 (E) of the Zoning Code, multiplex 

and multifamily housing in the R-U HD District 

that complies with specific design standards 

outlined in Sections 17.020.090.6 and 

17.02.090.9 of the Zoning Code are considered 

minor or incidental projects. Plans for projects 

which an applicant believes are minor or 

incidental is submitted for staff review, along 

with an application and fees.  The Director or 

his/her designee decides within about ten days if 

the project must be reviewed by the DRC.  

If  not, the Director may approve the project, 

subject to appropriate changes or conditions.  

The Directorôs action may be appealed to the 

DRC.  This is considered a non-discretionary 

action to review minor or incidental projects for 

consistency with the Design Review Manual. 

Moderate size projects involving duplex or 

triplex residential development, or commercial 

and/or industrial development, generally 

involving less than 2,000 square feet in size, 

repainting of buildings that donôt conform to the 

City approved color palette, or signs located in 

the Downtown Area are reviewed and can be 

approved by the DRC.  This is considered a non-

discretionary action to review for consistency 

with the Design Review Manual.   

Significant Projects 

More significant development projects and more 

elaborate signs, larger than moderate projects 

require discretionary consideration by the 

Planning Commission, generally after review 

and recommendation of the project by the DRC. 
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Chapter 3:  Design Principles 

Introduction  

This chapter presents critical design principles 

which become the basis for establishing 

Williamsô design guidelines.  The principles 

were developed through a community image 

survey and through direction from the Design 

Review Ad-Hoc Committee. 

Community Image Survey 

In order to help define desired aesthetic 

character and give the City more information on 

the community vision of residents in Williams, a 

visual survey was conducted on August 24, 

2011.  Residents and the Design Review Ad-

Hoc Committee attended a community design 

image meeting where about 25 people attended 

and approximately 135 slides were shown.  

Participants rated each slide on a scale of -5 to + 

5 according to how the scene was aesthetically 

pleasing to them and how the scene would fit in 

with a positive vision of Williams.  A variety of 

scenes from around the region and locally were 

portrayed in the visual survey.  The results of 

this survey provided a basis for developing 

design preferences for buildings, parking areas, 

signs and general landscapes in this Manual.  

Refer to Appendix C of the Manual for a 

summary of the results of the survey.   

While building design is a primary element, the 

survey also allows analysis of preferences for 

other critical factors that influence ñcharacterò 

including signs, landscaping, placement of 

buildings, sidewalks, road widths, building 

height, and building spacing. Discussion of the 

Community Image Survey and positive/negative 

design issues resulted in the development of 

design principles and design criteria embodied 

in this Manual. 

Design Principles 

While no two projects will be exactly alike, each 

should demonstrate adherence to certain design 

principles that are central to respecting the sense 

of place and architectural heritage found 

throughout Williams. The following principles 

provide the basic design goals that each project 

is expected to address. Newly constructed 

projects will have a greater opportunity to 

address each of the design principles fully, while 

projects that involve additions or remodeling to 

existing buildings may be limited in their ability 

to address each principle. Regardless of the type 

of project, it is expected that all project 

proponents should strive to implement the 

principles outlined below. These Principles are 

intended to achieve the following: 

¶ Buildings and landscapes particular to 

Williams ï designs that complement their 

settings and enhance the community's 

unique character and special qualities. 

¶ Development projects that contribute to an 

identifiable and coherent city form ï a 

place that is both visually appealing and 

comfortable to use. 

¶ Creative architectural solutions that 

acknowledge the surrounding context 

without direct mimicry of historical styles. 

Over Arching Principles 

The City's General Plan promotes architectural 

and design excellence in buildings, open space, 

and urban design.  It also recognizes that 

preservation of Williamsô character and scale, 

including its traditional urban design form and 

historic character shall be given the highest 

consideration of future development.   

From 2012-30 Draft General Plan Update 

1. The integrity of the original town 

neighborhoods will be protected and 

enhanced through conservation measures 

and allowances for improvement and 

reinvestment. 
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2. Neighborhood conservation standards will 

be used to ensure a conforming status of 

all existing neighborhoods and to regulate 

new construction or property 

improvements in a manner consistent with 

the existing character. 

3. New development that occurs within or 

immediately adjacent to the boundaries of 

the Traditional Residential land use 

district must be cohesive in their design 

and suitably transitioned. 

4. Retain the urban character of the existing 

buildings along 7th and 8th Streets and 

establish new standards to guide new 

development to occur in an urban context. 

5. New standards will be developed to 

achieve quality design and development 

outcomes along I-5 and each of the major 

corridors.  The new business park will 

exemplify the Cityôs commitment to 

quality development in a campus-like 

setting. 

Design Areas 

There are four distinct design areas in the City 

that should be approached from an architectural 

standpoint.  Based on their historic development 

and architectural characteristics these areas are:  

(1) Downtown Commercial Area (District) and 

surrounding Suburban Commercial Area in West 

Williams; (2) West Williams generally 

surrounding the Downtown Commercial Area; 

(3) East Williams Residential Areas; and (4) 

East Williams Commercial, Institutional, 

Business Park and Industrial Areas.   

For the purpose of developing design principles 

for these areas, Figure 1, on the next page breaks 

the City down into three Design Areas as 

follows. 

Area 1:  Central Downtown District and 

Surrounding Suburban Commercial Area: 

1. The Central Focal Point:  Reinforce and 

enhance the Cityôs Downtown as one of 

the primary focal points of the 

community. 

2. Design for the Human Scale:  Design for 

the human scale and perceptions to create 

a sense of neighborhood and community 

that draws from the existing Old Town 

Williams historic character and is both 

interesting and comfortable for walking. 

3. Community Focus:  Design to create an 

identifiable commercial core that is the 

focus of the surrounding residential 

neighborhood and provides a social place 

where people want to gather. 

4. Cultural Design Reference:  Provide 

guidance to owners, architects, and 

designers in the utilization of Williamsô 

historic and cultural roots and character as 

the means of providing a unique and 

harmonious physical downtown area.  The 

Williams community has selected the 

architectural style of ñfrontier or western 

designò as best representative of the 

historic past and the style most suited to 

provide a sense of community within the 

neighborhood conservation and 

commercial core areas in and around 

Downtown Williams. 

5. Mixed-Use: Design for a mix of 

residential and commercial land uses to 

vitalize the community and encourage 

people to live near where they work. 

Area 2:  West Williams Area Surrounding 

Downtown and Suburban Commercial Areas 

Design Principle: 

1. Design for the Communityôs Historic 

Architectural Context:   Design for 

communityôs historic context that includes 

Western style architecture for commercial 

and industrial development in areas near 

the downtown and retain historical 

architecture in residential development 

that incorporates similar designs, such as 

Tudor Revival, Bungalow style, Frame, 

Cottage and Masonry Vernacular, 

Minimal Traditional style and Craftsman 

style design that blend in with the 

architectural theme of West Williams.   
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Area 3:  East Williams Design Principles: 

1. Design for Community Scale: Design for 

the community scale and perceptions to 

create a sense of neighborhood and 

community that incorporates a Rural Barn 

Style design theme, for non-residential 

development that is attractive to travelers, 

but is interesting to residents.  Retain the 

Early California architecture, already 

established for suburban style single-

family residential development in East 

Williams, but encourage more creative 

designs that incorporate some architectural 

continuity to West Williams, such as 

Tudor Revival, Bungalow style, Frame, 

Cottage and Masonry Vernacular, 

Minimal Traditional style and Craftsman 

building styles. 

2. Consider Community Focus: To create 

an identifiable commercial shopping area 

that is the focus of the surrounding 

residential neighborhood and provides 

social places for people to gather. 

3. Incorporate Character Defining 

Features: Provide guidance to owners, 

architects, and designers in the application 

of Williams character defining design 

elements into more modern designed 

commercial and industrial centers and 

maintain a lower density suburban 

continuity to existing and surrounding 

residential neighborhoods.   

Design Relationships   

In order to ensure that each project in Williams 

is well integrated with existing development, it 

must demonstrate respect for Williamsô small 

town character and sensitivity to the contextual 

influences of the area projects should 

demonstrate consideration of the following:  

*  Location of structures on neighboring 

properties.  

*  Architectural character/style of 

neighboring structures. 

*  Opportunities for the creation of 

pedestrian linkages.  

*  Preservation of existing natural features 

(e.g. mature trees).  

*  Preservation and enhancement of views to 

surrounding hills;  

*  Protection of adjacent residential uses 

from the impacts of commercial 

development.  

Design Pattern 

The vernacular and eclectic nature of existing 

development throughout the community 

contributes to the Cityôs unique identity. New 

projects are expected to promote a diversity of 

architectural style while maintaining continuity 

of scale and pedestrian orientation.  They should 

embody patterns of open space, and use of 

landscaping. The Manual encourages a variety 

of architectural styles and vernacular 

adaptations, especially in the west side of town, 

including Bungalow, Tudor Revival, Prairie 

Style, Frame Vernacular, Cottage Vernacular, 

Masonry Vernacular, Minimal Traditional Style, 

Queen Anne Victorian, Craftsman Style, 

Mercantile Masonry, and Western False Front.  

Individual project designs should demonstrate 

adherence to the basic character-defining 

features of these styles as applicable. These 

architectural styles are looked more carefully in 

the next Chapter regarding contextual 

neighborhood design. 
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Figure 1.  Williams Design Area 
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Chapter 4:  Contextual Design 

Analysis 

Introduction  

To better understand the architectural diversity 

of Williams, a contextual design analysis has 

been conducted.  This reviews the primary, 

character defining and architectural styles of 

buildings in the City.  For the West Williams 

Design Area, most of these buildings have 

historical identities dating back to the late 1800s 

and early 1900s.  They have been identified in 

the General Plan Cultural Resources Report as 

having significant architectural contribution.  

These building forms constitute the most 

desirable design attributes of the community.  

They are the basis for developing architectural 

and development character preferences in the 

Manual.  In the contextual analysis, various 

areas are defined as land use neighborhoods by 

the General Plan Land Use Element and related 

Land Use Map (refer to Figure 2, General Plan 

Land Use Map.  

The Land Use Map identifies various land use 

neighborhood categories that vary from 

agricultural and residential to industrial and 

institutional.  The Zoning Code further 

implements the General Plan by restricting land 

use and development based on these defined 

land use neighborhoods.   

However, contrary to traditional zoning 

approaches, the 2010-30 Plan and Code provides 

for more of a character based code that has less 

rigid land use standards than previously used.  

For example, where the downtown commercial 

zoning district previously restricted a use to 

purely commercial or retail operations, the 2010 

code allows for a mix of uses consisting of 

commercial and residential uses.  Development 

design and associated code restrictions, defers to 

design standards and guidelines to create a 

compatible mix of uses that are accommodated 

through effective site and building design.  Most 

importantly, the contextual analysis must look at 

how these varying ranges of uses might fit in 

contextually with the neighborhood.  This 

contextual analysis should include: (1) how a 

project is located and how it can be designed to 

be compatible with neighboring development in 

terms of building siting on the property; (2) how 

it functions in relation to the street; (3) how it 

links to the neighborhood; and (4) how the 

buildingôs visual massing and architectural 

styling fits in.  

General Plan and Zoning of Future 

Land Use Neighborhoods   

Based on the Land Use Map, there are 

descriptions of the various General Plan Land 

Use Designations and Zoning District 

categories related to the Manual with some 

limitations according to the General Plan and 

Zoning Code requirements.  Please refer to 

Appendix E, Development Standards for more 

details of additional design requirements noted 

in these descriptions. 

¶ Estate Residential (R-E, Estate 

Residential Zoning District): Single 

family house development characteristics 

and is intended to provide a rural lifestyle 

within a municipal setting and with access 

to public utilities. The existing large lot 

development is informal, meaning that it 

has occurred on an individual lot basis 

rather than within an estate development.  

The area allows 2.5-acre single-family 

tracts, which is a common size among 

what presently exists. A minimum 

10 percent open space is required with an 

estate development for storm drainage, 

buffering, and recreation purposes. 

Alternatively, and particularly where 

development occurs proximate to an 

established orchard, a clustered 

development of one acre lots and 

35 percent open space is also permitted. 

Clustered would offer a 43 percent density 

bonus while also preserving open space 

and the natural landscape. 
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Figure 2.  2010-30 General Plan Future Land Use and Growth Map (Map 3.5) 
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