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This article discusses the authors' experience with two studios that contributed to Santa Clara County's planning
efforts for San Martin, an unincorporated community in the Santa Clara Valley. The graduate studio, taught by
Dr. Dandekar, was charged with a strategic development plan for over 11 square miles around the village of San
Martin. The undergraduate studios, taught by Dr. Dandekar and Dr. del Rio, developed urban design visions for
the village. Due to the university response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the studios were held online.

I

n the Spring Quarter of 2020 two studios in CRP were engaged by Santa Clara County’s Department of Planning and
Development to develop ideas for San Martin, a rural community 30 miles south of San Jose and 7 miles north of Gilroy.
There were two components to the mission:
1) An overall strategic development plan with a focus on
rural culture, agricultural preservation, and small-scale agritourism. This plan was to be addressed by a graduate specific plan studio (CRP 553), and
2) A set of urban design visions for the redevelopment of
San Martin’s central area to protect the historical rural sense
of place, support agriculture and diversify the economy. A
key element of this was to support the anticipated growth
of tourism given an existing commuter Caltrain station and
in anticipation of new California’s high-speed rail service.
Developing the urban design visions was charged to the
third-year undergraduate urban design studio (CRP 341).
Our clients, Santa Clara County Planning Manager Rob Eastwood, Principal Planner Bharat Singh, and Senior Planner Michael Meehan challenged the students to “think out of the box”
and consider creative ideas but to always remain responsive to
the local rural character and agriculture-oriented culture. Both
studios were to generate ideas that could stimulate discussions
with the San Martin community about possible future scenarios and long-range planning directions. Two substantial reports
were developed: San Martin Strategic Development Plan and
Urban Design Visions for San Martin. A Department of Conservation Local and Regional Planning Grant San Martin Farm Futures
helped support the work and the compilation of the reports.

The reports have contributed alternatives on which economic
development scenarios are being based by consultants to Santa Clara County, under the auspices of the Farm Futures Grant.

Reflections of the COVID-19 Pandemic
Two weeks before the start of the Spring quarter, with little
warning, the COVID-19 pandemic caused a stay at home state
order which eliminated all “non-essential travel” in California.
Conventional face-to-face, studio teaching, and field work had
to be transitioned to online mode overnight and resulting in all
classes and coursework being conducted via Zoom. To make
matters even more difficult, the normal ten-week quarter was
reduced to nine weeks to enable faculty to master new technologies, rethink pedagogy, and innovate the design of courses for online delivery. The circumstances called for resilience
and commitment from all collaborators - the Santa Clara Planning staff, the studio instructors, and the students. To prevail,
plan, and adapt to the unique circumstances brought about
by the Covid-19 pandemic demanded more time and interaction by planning staff, more preparation by faculty, and maturity and concentration from students. The needed energy and
commitment by all parties made the planning effort possible.

San Martin Background
San Martin is a rural community located south of San Jose and
7 miles north of Gilroy, in the southern, rural part of Santa Clara
County, California. Surrounded by the beautiful rolling hills of
the Santa Cruz Mountains to the west and the Diablo Range
to the east, San Martin’s fertile soil, pastoral charm, and stunning viewsheds are a window into the past agricultural glories
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of The Valley of Heart’s Delight, as the Santa Clara Valley used
to be called (Figure 1)
Served by two ramps from the nearby Highway 101, San Martin
is a census-designated place with a plan area of approximately
11.6 square miles (7,400 acres), 2,122 housing units, and 7,027
residents of which 46% are Hispanic or Latino. The community is a large producer of garlic, mushrooms, and wine, and
is home to the South County regional airport. However, once
home to some of the most productive farmers and distributors
of fruit and nuts in the world, San Martin and the larger Santa
Clara Valley farmland is now at risk.
As one of the last stands of undeveloped natural beauty in the
greater Silicon Valley, San Martin is currently facing urban encroachment on all sides as the technology boom to the north
has caused housing costs to rise exponentially. Technology
employees are moving away from skyrocketing home prices
creating a ripple effect of escalating land and housing costs and
accelerating the conversion of prime farmland for housing development. It is anticipated that the arrival of California’s highspeed train and easier connections to the Bay Area will accelerate this trend. In the past 30 years alone, Santa Clara County has
lost 21,171 acres of its farmland and rangeland to development,
with an additional 28,391 acres at risk. The loss of this remaining
farmland would have disastrous consequences for the region;
depleting local food resources and diminishing desperately
needed climate resiliency in the region.
It is this looming potential that drove the County of Santa Clara
to develop a countywide, comprehensive plan for agricultural
preservation (Santa Clara Valley 2018). The plan won numerous awards including the California State American Planning
Association award of excellence for Innovation in Green Community Planning. The county followed up with the Local and
Figure 1: San Martin's rural character.
(source: https://www.zillow.com/homedetails/14020Center-Ave-San-Martin-CA-95046/19862811_zpid/?)
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Regional Planning Project grant project San Martin Farm Futures as an effort towards agricultural conservation and envisioning possible farm futures that are responsive to the community’s diverse needs and aspirations (California Department
of Conservation 2019). The work of the graduate studio was to
concentrate on exploring possible regional development scenarios and a draft strategic plan, contributing to the San Martin
Farm Futures project.
Complementary, the County’s Planning Department wanted
the development of possible futures for San Martin’s community core, a small village established around the intersection
of Monterey Highway and San Martin Avenue which connects
directly to Highway 101 (Figure 2). Running North-South and
parallel to Monterey Avenue, the Union Pacific rail tracks are
shared with Caltrain which has a station just north of the intersection. As California’s high-speed train will not reach peak
speeds until it is past San Miguel, the county’s preferred alternative is for it to share the existing Union Pacific rights-of-way
and to include a stop in San Miguel. Given that development
is already encroaching from the North (Morgan Hill and San
Jose) and South (Gilroy), this future scenario will add substantial pressure to San Martin’s agricultural land and, particularly,
to the character of its community core. The work of the undergraduate studio was to explore possible urban design scenarios for San Martin’s core area that could accommodate future
residential development and agricultural-tourism in a manner
responsive to the community’s character and aspirations.
Strategic Development Plan.
This plan was addressed by the graduate-specific plan studio
(CRP 553) which had 12 first-year students with a variety of
backgrounds. With a focus on rural culture, agricultural preservation, and small-scale agritourism the strategic developFigure 2: San Martin's central node: the intersection
of San Martin Avenue and Monterey Highway (as seen
driving south on Monterey). (source: Google Earth)
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ment plan seeks to bring about an integrated and cohesive
physical, cultural, and socio-economic transformation in the
San Martin Area. It features concepts and suggestions to support existing farming operations; expand niche agriculture,
organic farming, and ecology-based tourism; promote agricultural preservation; enhance rural character by design; enhance connectivity; and, support local hospitality activities.
The studio work plan was completed in three phases:
Phase one: involved reviewing relevant plans and documents, executing site-specific studies (remotely given the
Covid-19 pandemic and shelter at home State mandate),
analyzing existing land uses, assessing the quality of the
landscape and the built form. Interviews with various community and area- experts were completed remotely.
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to encourage a mix of small and large farm-based agriculture and related economic activity along them to
attract tourists. Exploring the potential for an agriculture incubator to assist in supporting entry farmers in
a range of farm types, particularly small farms.
Agrotourism. Identifying and exploring strategies to
increase capacity for agritourism and empowering
farmers to engage in tourism responsive activities.
These concept plans were presented to the planning
staff to ascertain their receptivity to the ideas explored

Phase two involved the creation of concept plans around
three thematic areas, building on findings from phase
one, as follows:
Rural Character. Outlining the structure for the development of design guidelines to direct the shape and
qualities of buildings, built form, and public infrastructure. Delineating a conceptual model of a multi-modal
hierarchical system of roads to protect and allow enjoyment of the rural charm and aesthetic quality of the San
Martin landscape.
Agricultural Preservation. Conceptualization of a structure for developing scenic corridors and an approach

Figure 3: Before (top) and after
(below): Example of design
guidelines applied to Cheri Road.

Figure 4: Priority
Conservation Area Map.

FOCUS 17 ■

Dandekar & del Rio: Planning for San Martin, CA

■ 103

and presented. Comments received from staff were factored into plan development in phase three.
Phase three involved the development of detailed strategies for bringing about the changes outlined in phase
two. Strategies were refined to fit existing conditions in
San Martin. Those selected and prioritized were described
in detail in various chapters of the report as follows:
Rural Character, involved updated design guidelines
to delineate materials, architectural styles, and signage to enhance a rural sense of place. A street-hierarchy system was designed to improve connectivity,
enhance safety, encourage multimodal use, and reinforce the rural aesthetic (Figure 3)
Figure 5: Vision for rural development
reflective of agritourism.
Figure 6: Concept map showing the
three proposed Transect Zones.

Agricultural Preservation, included strategies to promote a vibrant agricultural economy and prevent the
conversion of high-quality agricultural land to nonagriculture uses. These included delineating specific
areas of San Martin to prioritize for conservation, for
small and large scale farming, and for agrotourism related activities to complement farming (Figure 4).
Agritourism included strategies to support agritourism activity by developing a Farmers Toolkit and a
Marketing Plan to promote San Martin as an agritourism hub (Figure 5).
With an eye to implementation, the report’s last chapter proposes a series of development strategies including a Transect
Zone approach as a land-use guiding strategy to facilitate preserving agriculture activities and the rural character while increasing agritourism in San Martin (Figure 6).

Urban Design Visions
Developing urban design visions for San Martin’s core was the
mission of the third-year undergraduate studio (CRP 341) involving 38 students. It was centered on the intersection of the two
major thoroughfares, Monterey Road and San Martin Avenue,
and the approaches to it. The project area includes the commuter Caltrain station (the last stop before Gilroy), located just north
of the intersection, and a mix of commercial uses, warehouses,
small offices and industries, a few residential uses, and vacant
or underutilized land. Most non-residential buildings require
significant upgrading and architectural coherence. Connectivity issues, uneven sidewalks, and weak streetscaping make
walkability and biking very difficult. The plans for a high-speed
train service with a stop in San Martin will impact the community substantially by enabling fast and easy commutes to Silicon
Valley and the Bay Area, potentially increasing tourism, helping
expand the local economy, and revitalizing the village core.
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Encompassing both public and private lands, the studio’s alternative design visions for San Martin’s village core involved
development scenarios that included land uses, building envelopes, public facilities, circulation, open spaces, streetscaping, and gateways. The designs were to benefit the community
and its residents, protect the historical rural sense of place,
support agriculture, diversify the economy through tourism,
and accommodate new housing types to address existing
and anticipated development pressures. Particular attention
was focused on guiding development around the Caltrain station as well as in the station itself as a multipurpose element.
The ideas for the village core were to be in synchrony with
San Martin’s rural character, provide for a strong identity and
place-making opportunities, but respond to positive forces of
growth and change.
The project area was divided into four sub-areas and an overall
streetscape and guidelines design plan for the major intersecting roads through the core. Two discrete urban design visions
were developed for each of these sub-areas. The students
presented their preliminary ideas and diagrams to the county
planners and, after incorporating their comments, developed
their final proposals. Across all ten solutions, some themes and
foci emerged that may guide discussion towards a community-driven design vision for San Martin’s core. A general concept
diagram is presented as Figure 7. The foci are:
The high-speed train line and station
The new train station’s architecture would be responsive to local
history and culture and become a noteworthy landmark. The
station would serve as a public-oriented facility complemented
with open spaces that would include retail, eateries, and space
for a farmers’ market. In the existing vacant area between the
train station and the village’s main intersection, a station square
would celebrate local history and permit access to a pedestrian
bridge connecting both sides of the railway to the platforms.
Land-uses and buildings
Enhancing the walkability of the village core and its sense of
place by creating a coherent built environment, higher density and more intense commercial uses, and the continuity of
development patterns. Among many ideas, the students propose extending mixed-use zoning and various development
options in existing vacant and underutilized lots throughout
the village core including an equestrian center. For the intersection of Monterey Highway and San Martin Avenue, the
teams propose a coherent collection of buildings with retail
and restaurants to generate a memorable central place serving the community, agritourism, and rail commuters.

Figure 7: Concept development diagram for the village core.
Figure 8: Concept for the main intersection showing the
new train station and market structure on the right.
(team Marchi, Milan, Nelms & Pham)
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Community open spaces

Figure 9: Concept for the main intersection with the proposed
round-about with a horse sculpture, the train station and the
linear park on the right. (team Kwan, McKay, Tram & Wong)
Figure 10: Market structure adjacent to the train
station. (team Marchi, Milan, Nelms & Pham)

Figure 11: Illustrative site plan for South Monterey Highway
corridor, showing the roundabout, the civic center (2), linear park,
and the equestrian center (4). (team Kwan, McKay, Tram & Wong)

Although the village of San Martin’s density is low, formal parks
and recreational land within walking distance are in high demand. Suggestions in the student projects include two linear
parks looping around the village (one between the railway and
Monterey Highway, another along Llagas Creek), a system of
small pocket parks along sidewalks including the conversion of
some of the existing street parking, incentives for businesses to
set up outside seating and for large development to create semipublic plazas as extensions of sidewalks, and the use of vacant
lots as community gardens through the establishment of a local
cooperative and direct access to the proposed farmers’ market.
Walkability and vehicular circulation
Walkability is directly related to an attractive mix of land-uses
and a closely-knit built environment fronting the streets, as
stated above, but also to safe streets for pedestrians and bicyclists as well as comfortable and attractive sidewalks. In that
respect, the most important focus of the student work was
the intersection of Monterey Highway and San Martin Avenue
where safety should be enhanced by design, as much as its
role in placemaking. The two best alternative designs propose
either a small roundabout at the intersection, or expand the
sidewalks at the North-West and South-West corners to create two small plazas. Another team proposes a second roundabout at the village’s east entry to slow traffic from Highway
101 and create the opportunity for a gateway. The placement
of the two roundabouts would slow vehicular traffic between
them and allow the future development of a main street attractive for visitors. The rest of the proposals include “road
dieting”, wider sidewalks, creation of bike lanes, bulb-outs at
corners, more traffic lights and pedestrian crossings.
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Identity
It is important that the projects strengthen San Martin’s rural
character and identity, particularly along the main roads, and
that they provide a strong sense of place to the village core.
Such factors will boost community pride, help distinguish San
Martin as a unique place in the Santa Clara Valley, and contribute to making the community a destination for agritourism. To
this end, the students propose roundabouts as opportunities
for identity-giving landmarks integrating landscaping, signage, and public art; simple and well-illustrated architecture
and streetscape design that recognize five distinct zones in the
village core; an integrated street and pedestrian signage coherent with San Martin’s rural character; and educational signage and mapping for visitors and agritourists.

Final Remarks
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Figure 12: Vision towards creating a main-street feel along San
Martin Avenue when arriving from Highway 101. Note the park
along the Llagas Creek and one of the proposed roundabouts.
(team Ip, Wexler & Wilson; 3D rendering by Pham)

Figure 123: Design guidelines towards creating a main-street
feel along San Martin Avenue when arriving from Highway 101.
(team Anderson, Kandikuppa, Miramontes & Ratto)

The student work represents a pre-planning phase to imagining creative and dynamic design options for the area. The
visualization of alternative developments prepared by the
students is hoped to capture the imagination of San Martin
residents and business owners and stimulate public and private commitments and investments to form an active, walkable, and memorable center for the community.
Given the limitations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic on
the studio experience and pedagogies, particularly precluding
the students from in-person field studies or any community
engagement process, the work from both graduate and
undergraduate was well above our expectations. The final
reports and the proposals, both at the level of policies
and specific design concepts, were of a level comparable
to a “normal” studio class held face-to-face. The students
demonstrated a strong commitment, capacity to adapt, sense
of responsibility, and, above all, a strong desire to come up
with their best work and contribute to the community and the
county in their long-term planning efforts.

Figure 14: Concept for the West Gateway by Llagas Creek,
marking the entrance to the village core when entering from
Highway 101. (team Amaya, Combs, Mendonza & Romero)
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Pedagogically speaking, the success of the graduate studio can
be partially attributed to their varied academic and professional backgrounds which enabled them to deal with the big picture, sort through a large body of policies and programs that
pertained to the study area, selectively delineate additional
strategies that would add value and complement existing efforts to proposed a sound set of regional policies and actions.
The success of the undergraduate studio certainly owes a great
deal to the students having experienced three urban design
studios before and been pretty familiar with work process and
types of deliverables, and having worked in teams to produce
needed results been familiar with individual members’ particular expertise and skills.1
It is reasonable to conclude that the success of online studios
seems to be directly related to the level of professional maturity and experience of the students that are involved. Students
in both studios took seriously the task of organizing their work
so that it communicated effectively not just in the final reports
but also in the PowerPoint illustrated presentations that were
made to the San Martin Planning Committee and the Santa
Clara County Planning Commission. Their attention to honing
these various modes of presenting their ideas strengthened
the potential to disseminate the ideas widely.
Words from Rob Eastwood, Santa Clara County’s Planning Manager, conveyed in an email to the studio instructors, succinctly
summarize the impact that the student work promises to have
in assisting the San Martin community and Santa Clara County:
“I was very impressed by the professionalism and quality
of the work that the Cal Poly students invested in San
Martin's Farm Futures Project. San Martin is a unique rural
community in southern Santa Clara County that has often
been overlooked in the shadow of Silicon Valley. For many
years, the community has been seeking to create a new
planning vision that reflects their ideal of a unique rural
community, separate from urban Silicon Valley.
After some initial discussion in 2019 and subsequent
fits and starts, the County Department of Planning and
Development was able to secure State grant funding and
a contract with Cal Poly to begin the work – targeted to
occur during the Spring 2020 semester. On March 17,
2020, the County of Santa Clara Public Health Officer
announced a Shelter in Place order addressing the Covid
19 Pandemic, limiting outdoor travel and congregation.
This action effectively prohibited the Cal Poly students
from conducting site visits and meeting with San Martin
1

See the next article by Kwan, McKay, Tran & Wong, one of the student
teams, on their perspective about the studio.
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residents as outlined in the scope of work. Despite these
challenges, the students used virtual tools, including
Google maps, and conducted video-conference interviews
with San Martin residents and stakeholders, simulating the
normal site visits and community engagement process.
The resulting reports and presentations were very impressive, especially given the limitations on community access
forced by the Shelter in Place order. The students provided a
comprehensive presentation at two County public hearings
and gave thoughtful answers to questions from the commission and committee members. The commissioners remarked
on the quality of the work and density of ideas presented,
one stated that hearing the number of ideas presented was
like “drinking through a fire hose”. Overall, the work was
timely and well delivered, and provides an outstanding kickstart for the County to begin a formal community planning
process with the San Martin residents.”

• • •

