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Introduction 
This handout summarizes San Rafael’s 
Use Permit requirements. 
 
The City of San Rafael is divided into 
zoning districts which govern the uses 
that owners may have on their 
property.  Some uses are consistent 
with the purpose of a district and are 
therefore permitted.  Other uses may 
be conditionally approved. 
 
Use Permit requirements are specified 
in the Zoning Ordinance (Chapter 14 
of the San Rafael Municipal Code).  
The Zoning Ordinance establishes 
standards and procedures to ensure 
that a use is consistent with San 
Rafael’s General Plan. 
 
Why is a Use Permit required? 
Conditional use permits are required 
for uses which may be suitable only in 
specific locations in or which require 
special consideration in their operation 
or lay-out to ensure compatibility with 
surrounding uses.  If you want to 
change the use of a property, you will 
need to know if a use permit is 
required for the new use. 
 
How can I find out if I need a Use 
Permit? 
Check the zoning map at the City Hall 
Planning Department to determine 
which type of zoning district the 
property is in.  Consult the Zoning 
Ordinance’s land use regulations for 
your district to determine if the use is 
permitted or needs a conditional use 
permit. 
 
 
 
 

Why do I need both a Business 
License and a Use Permit? 
The Business License is granted to an 
individual.  The Use Permit is a use 
granted to the land/location.  A Use 
Permit may be transferred to a new 
business in the same location if there 
are no changes in the use. 
 
How do I obtain a Use Permit? 
An application, available at the 
Planning Department, with appropriate 
information is submitted with a fee to 
the Planning Department.  The 
Planning Department, with input from 
other city departments, will review the 
application for a use permit.  
Applications for permits are decided at 
either staff, Zoning Administrator, or 
Planning Commission levels. 
 
How is the Use Permit approved? 
A Use Permit can be approved if the 
use: 
• Is in accord with the General 

Plan, the objectives of the Zoning 
Ordinance, and the purposes of 
the district in which the site is 
located. 

• Will not be detrimental to the 
public health, safety or welfare or 
materially injurious to properties 
or improvements in the vicinity, 
or to the general welfare of the 
City. 

• Complies with the applicable 
provisions of the Zoning 
Ordinance. 

• Complies with all applicable 
Performance Standards, as 

 

Use Permits are approved with  
“Conditions of Approval” which  
 
 
 

 
are designed to ensure compatibility 
and vary depending on the type of use 
and the location. 
Examples include: restrictions on the 
hours or days of operation and the 
number of employees; limitations on 
noise levels; parking requirements; 
and the length of time the permit is 
valid. 
 
Can I make changes to my Use 
Permit? 
Requests for changes in the conditions 
of approval of a Use Permit or changes 
to the site plan or operation that would 
affect a condition of approval require a 
Use Permit Amendment.  The 
procedures for filing and processing an 
application for a Use Permit 
Amendment are the same as those 
established for a new application. 
 
Can I renew my permit? 
Some use permits are given time limits 
to allow the City to evaluate the 
impact of the use at the location.  A 
use permit that is about to expire can 
be renewed with a new application.  If 
the use is of a temporary nature, i.e. a 
Christmas tree lot, the permit is given 
a final date of expiration. 
 
What if my Use Permit is revoked? 
A Use Permit can be revoked by the 
Planning Commission if the 
Conditions of Approval are violated.  
If an application is revoked, no new 
application for the same use, or 
substantially the same use can be 
granted for a one year period. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The following is an outline of the application process: 
 
 



CITY OF 
SAN RAFAEL 
Planning Division 

 
P.O. Box 151560, San Rafael, California 94915-1560 
PHONE: (415) 485-3085/FAX: (415)485-3184            
EMAIL: planning@ci.san-rafael.ca.us 

 
 

 
 

USE PERMIT 
Commercial Uses 

 
 

September 1999 
 

 

 
DAY 1                   1 TO 3 WEEKS                       WITHIN 30 DAYS                              1 TO 3 MONTHS                                                l
 
Application 
Submitted 
Talk with a 
Planning 
Department staff 
member to 
determine what 
materials you must 
prepare.  Submit 
your application 
(see next page).

Planner Assigned/ 
Referrals sent out 
The Planning 
Department assigns 
your project to a 
planner who checks 
your application for 
completeness.  
Referrals are sent 
out to other City 
Departments for 
their input on your 
project. 

Completeness 
Review 
A letter will be sent 
to you within 30 
days with 
information about 
the completeness of 
your application. 

Administrative 
Permits 
For administrative 
use permits a 10-
day courtesy notice 
is sent to you, 
neighboring 
property owners 
within 300 feet, 
and neighborhood/ 
homeowner 
associations.  You 
are encouraged to 
contact them about 
your plans.  The 
Planning 
Department can 
give you the name 
and address of your 
association. 

Public Hearings 
 
If a Zoning Administrator or 
Planning Commission 
hearing is required, the date 
is set, notices are sent out 10 
days in advance of the 
hearing to you, neighboring 
property owners within 300 
feet, and 
neighborhood/home-owner 
associations.  If your project 
is going to the Planning 
Commission, you may wish 
to attend a hearing to see 
what it is like.  A staff report 
for your project with be 
available the Friday before 
the hearing.  You and other 
interested parties may 
comment during your 
hearing.  Please read the 
Planning Commission 
handout for more 
information. 

Approval/ 
Appeal 
The hearing body 
will decide whether 
to approve or deny 
the use permit.  Use 
permits are 
approved with 
conditions of 
approval.  Any 
decision can be 
appealed within 
five working days.  
If the project is 
appealed, it will go 
to the next level of 
hearing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What other permits may be required? 
 
• Design Review permit, (for changes to the building, parking lot, 

or landscaping). 
• Sign permit for any new signs or awnings. 
• For other City permits, see next column. 
• From the Marin County Health Department: 

Health Permit for retail food serving businesses. 
For information call 499-6907. 
 

Where can I review the Zoning Ordinance? 
 
The Zoning Ordinance is available for review at the Planning 
Department, The City Clerk’s Office (Room 209, City Hall), and the 
San Rafael Public Library. 
 
 
 
 

City Departments: 
Planning Department:  485-3085 
City Hall, 3rd floor, (between 8:30 AM and 12 noon). Zoning 
requirements and permit applications. 
Fire Department:  485-3308 
1039C Street, (between 8:30 AM and 5 PM).  Fire Department 
conditions, hazardous waste, toxic clearance. 
Administrative Services Department:  485-3051 
City Hall, 2nd floor, (between 8:30 AM and 5 PM). 
Business Licenses. 
Police Department:  485-3000 
City Hall, 1st floor (Monday through Friday 9 AM to 8 PM), 
Saturday 9 AM to 6 PM, Sunday Noon to 4 PM).  Police Department 
conditions, transfer of ABC licenses. 
Public Works Department:  485-3355 
City Hall, 3rd Floor, (between 8:30 AM to 5 PM).  Housing and 
Building Codes; Building, Electrical, Plumbing, Grading, and 
Encroachment Permits; and Traffic Study. 
 

The following information and drawings must be included in the submittal package for an application for 
a Use Permit: 
 
 
���� General Application 

Form 
Include property owner’s and agent’s information and signatures on application and 
indemnification forms. 
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���� Submittal 
Information 

Include a complete and detailed description of your proposed use/what you will be doing at 
the place of business.  Attach a separate sheet if necessary. 
For example: 

����  square footage of area to be used. 
����  days/hours of operation. 
����  number of employees. 
����  number of persons (if public assemblage area to be used). 
����  restroom facilities. 
����  trash/litter control measures. 
����  storage, including any hazardous materials. 
����  on-site parking available to the use. 
����  proposed signs (sign application may be needed). 
����  security and public safety measures. 
����  interior modifications to the building relevant to the proposed use. 

   
���� Site Photos Color photographs showing the existing property, and the adjacent properties.  Panoramic 

may be required. 
   
���� Fees ________________Permit and notification fees.  A Fee Schedule is available at the 

Planning Department.  Checks should be made payable to the City of San Rafael. 
   
���� Site Plan 6 copies of site plan (see sample next page). 
 
 
These additional documents may be required, depending on the nature of the project: 
 
 
����  Grading Plan ����  Section or Profile Drawings ����  Parking Study 
   
����  Landscape Plans ����  Design Review Application ����  Traffic Study 
   
����  Other                     
  
 
Planner contacted for submittal information: ___________________________  Date of inquiry: ________ 
 
Phone Number:       
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Your application must be accompanied by six copies of a site plan which must include the information requested 
below: 
 
 
Site Plan: 
���� Indicate the extent of the proposed improvements, if 

construction is proposed (outline of structure, 
delienation of parking, access, etc.). 

���� Show all existing structures on the site as well as 
existing site improvements. 

���� Outline the portion of the building(s) you will be 
using so that they show up clearly (for area to be 
used show outline and number of square feet). 

���� Outline any outdoor storage areas. 
���� Show all existing parking spaces; those you will be 

using should be numbered (see example). 
���� Show all uses in the building and on the property. 
���� Show the uses on the adjacent properties and 

buildings. 
���� Show street names and access to and from street to 

property. 
���� Provide a map of the vicinity, and mark the location 

of your site (see example). 
 
 
For quick plan review, the Planning Department requires 
that all drawings comply with the following: 
 
1. Be clear and legible. 
2. Clearly drawn to a scale of 1”=20’, 1”=40’. 
3. Have scale indicated on the plans. 
4. Have a north arrow. 
5. Be labeled with the project name and the name of 

the individual or firm who prepared the plan. 
6. Show all property lines. 
7. Be prepared on sheets no larger than 30” x 42”, 

folded to a maximum of 8-1/2” x 14” with the 
project title showing. 
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