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Chapter II. Community Context  
Historical Context 

Burlingame Development 
Situated on San Francisco Bay and framed by the Santa Cruz Mountains, 
Burlingame has benefited from the scenic beauty of its surroundings and 
a location central to the Bay Area. It is a city with the charm and 
community spirit of a small town, combined with an urban culture and the 
amenities of a metropolitan area. These assets are what made 
Burlingame a popular destination from its earliest days.  

With the opening of the Burlingame train station in 1894, the route from 
San Francisco became convenient and easy. By the turn of the century, 
the area featured many estates owned by San Francisco families drawn by 
the close proximity to that city and who looked to escape San Francisco’s 
fog-bound summers. The young city also had more compact 
neighborhoods of modest bungalows where a thriving working class 
lived. This economic diversity has been an asset and source of community 
pride almost since the city’s incorporation in 1908. 

During the early twentieth century, Burlingame developed as a 
quintessential commuter suburb, with neighborhoods organized along 
compact grids of tree-lined streets. Most of Burlingame’s housing stock 
was developed between the 1910s and 1960s. Residential growth 
occurred as a result of new subdivisions, with large estates divided into 
smaller lots and developed over time. The older neighborhoods are 
characterized by homes built by individual developers, while later 
subdivisions have homes built en masse by merchant builders. As a result, 
the City has a unique character created by the diversity of architectural 
styles found within its neighborhoods. 

In the latter half of the 20th century, growth was spurred by proximity to 
San Francisco International Airport, with business and industry 
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developing along the Bayfront and residential neighborhoods developing 
in the hills of the Mills Estate. Since the completion of the Mills Estate 
neighborhoods in the 1960s, the City’s population growth has been 
relatively modest. New development over the decades between 1960 and 
the 1990s consisted largely of commercial development or relatively 
small-scale residential infill projects. The land use policies of the 1969 
General Plan guided this development and the creation of several 
specific plans to implement General Plan land use directives. 

Historic Resources 
Much of Burlingame’s charm comes from its historic character, which 
includes historic buildings and entire neighborhoods, as well as its 
distinguishing eucalyptus groves. As of 2017, Burlingame had six officially 
designated and historically significant resources. Burlingame Station, the 
original center of Burlingame, continues to serve train customers for 
commute trips. In its early days, it was home to the post office, the offices 
of Wells Fargo Express, Western Union, and meetings of the Burlingame 
Woman’s Club. In 1978, the station was listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places (NRHP) as the first permanent example of the Mission 
Revival architecture style. In 1971, the station was listed on the California 
Register of Historic Resources.  

The Kohl Mansion was added to the National Register in 1982. Built 
between 1912 and 1914, Kohl Mansion was originally the home of 
Fredrick and Bessie Kohl. The house was used as a convent, and in 1931, 
a high school was also opened on the property.  

In 2012, the Howard Ralston Eucalyptus Tree Rows planted as an 
ornamental windbreak by John McLaren in the 1870s along El Camino 
Real were added to the National Historic Register. The Howard Ralston 
Rows span 2.2 miles along El Camino Real between Peninsula Avenue 
and Ray Drive and are within the State Highway 82 right-of-way belonging 
to Caltrans. Two additional McLaren eucalyptus tree rows—Francard 
Grove (Parcel 1) and Parcel II—run parallel to the railroad tracks on 
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California Drive between North Lane and Larkspur Drive; in 2015, these 
were determined to be eligible for National Register listing. The Francard 
Grove south of Oak Grove has been designated parkland since 1910.  
North of Oak Grove, the tree rows occur on land owned by the San 
Francisco Public Utilities Commission and the Joint Powers Board. 

The Severn Lodge Dairy Wall Advertisement is listed on the California 
Register of Historic Resources as a California Point of Historical Interest. It 
dates to 1917, when the Hillsborough-based Severn Lodge Dairy opened 
a distribution plant at 220 California Drive. The wall was restored by the 
Burlingame Historical Society and listed as a point of interest on the 
California Register in 2004. 

Burlingame also has an Anza Expedition camp site.  The Anza Expedition 
of 1776, on its way up the Peninsula to locate sites for the Presidio and 
Mission of San Francisco, camped on March 26 at a dry watercourse near 
the current corner of El Camino Real and Ralston Avenue.  The California 
Historic Landmark No. 48 marker can be found at the El Camino 
Real/Howard Avenue intersection. 

The William A. Whifler House at 1544 Drake Avenue added to 
the California Register of Historic Places in 2015, and listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places in 2016. Built in 1959, the house 
cantilevers over a small creek, and was built on the site of a large formal 
garden that was parceled off from architect William Whifler’s childhood 
home.   Soon after its completion, the home became renown for its use of 
steel, concrete, and glass. The building has undergone no modifications 
since construction, and is in pristine condition with high historical 
integrity. 

In addition to specifically designated historic sites, Burlingame is home to 
neighborhoods that provide a cohesive historic fabric. The Burlingame 
General Plan includes policies to preserve and enhance designated 
historic sites, and to explore options for recognizing buildings, 
landscapes, and districts worthy of special treatment.  

http://williamwhifler.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/DPR-finale-061314.pdf
http://williamwhifler.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/NationalRegist.pdf
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Context and Community Profile 

Geographic Context 
The City of Burlingame is located on the San Francisco Peninsula, about 
10 miles south of San Francisco. The corporate city limits encompass 
approximately 5.8 square miles, of which 76 percent (4.4 square miles) 
consists of developable land and the remaining 24 percent waters of San 
Francisco Bay (approximately 1.3 square miles) and the Mills Canyon 
Preserve (0.15 square miles). (See Figure CX-1.) 

Sphere of Influence 
A city’s sphere of influence refers to adjacent unincorporated areas that 
receive or may in the future receive services from the city and may 
become part of the city. The San Mateo County Local Agency Formation 
Commission (LAFCO) identifies the unincorporated residential 
neighborhood of Burlingame Hills as within Burlingame’s sphere of 
influence (see Figure CX-2).  

Burlingame Planning Area 
A General Plan, pursuant to State law, must address all areas within the 
jurisdiction’s planning area. The planning area for the Burlingame 
General Plan includes all properties within the incorporated city limits and 
the sphere of influence. Figure CX-2 shows the boundaries of the 
Burlingame Planning Area.  
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Economic and Demographic Context 

Burlingame supports a strong economy and thriving community, and the 
City is committed to providing a welcoming environment for a diversity of 
businesses. The business mix includes a healthy supply of retail, office-
based, and hospitality enterprises, as well as light industrial operations. 
With the completion of significant streetscape improvements to 
Burlingame Avenue in 2015, the strength of this retail/restaurant/office 
destination grew.  

 

Historically, Burlingame has had a very balanced distribution of owner 
and rental households and multifamily/single-family housing stock. 
However, the growth of the tech economy throughout the region has 
driven up housing prices significantly.  In 2000, the average price of a 
single-family house in Burlingame was $811,418.  By 2010, the average 
price had risen to $1.32 million, and in 2017, a buyer would have to pay an 
average of $2.35 million to purchase a home.  Monthly rental rates 
experienced similar dramatic increases. High housing prices create 
barriers for many people who want to work and live locally, which is a 
challenge to achieving the City’s goal to remain an inclusive and 

Office-based
17%

Hospitality
15%

Transportation
14%

Production and Repair
8%

Retail
7%

Other Sectors
39%

TOTAL JOBS - 2012
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accessible community. The General Plan includes goals, policies, and 
programs to bolster and diversify Burlingame’s economic base and 
promote a variety of housing types to accommodate changing 
demographics. 

A key contributer to the City’s economic success and high home values is 
the high quality of both public and private schools. The reputations of the 
Burlingame School District and San Mateo Union High School District 
attract families who engage extensively in local civic life. 

 
Regional Issues 
The San Francisco Bay Area is expected to experience continued 
economic and population growth through 2040, fueled by the innovation 
economy and its reputation as a desirous place to live and work. With its 
location on the Peninsula, Burlingame is amidst some of the strongest 
economic growth in the region. This growth has resulted in a sizable 
increase in new jobs, but communities throughout the area have had 
difficulty providing additional housing to keep pace with job growth. In 
this context, Peninsula communities, including Burlingame, have wrestled 
with how this regional growth dynamic relates to their local communities. 

Population Trends 
In 2016, the California Department of Finance reported Burlingame’s 
population at 29,724 residents. The City’s population generally has grown 
at a slower pace than in surrounding Peninsula cities, some of which have 
had vacant land or more urban-focused land use policies to 
accommodate new development. Burlingame grew by approximately 7.5 
percent between 1990 and 2010, while the surrounding area grew by over 
10 percent.  

Although Burlingame’s population grew slightly from 1990 to 2010, the 
number of households remained nearly flat during this period. This can 
be attributed to the average household size having increased, partly 
explained by the growth in family households with children. The 
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percentage of Burlingame households made up of families with children 
increased from 25 percent to 29 percent between 2000 and 2013.  

Age  
The age distribution of Burlingame residents suggests a demographic 
shift toward more families with children and also, similar to shifting 
demographics nationwide, a higher percentage of senior residents. The 
increase in families can be explained by the high quality of local schools 
and home sizes that can accommodate more people. The aging 
population reflects the fact that people are living longer and prefer, when 
they can, to stay in Burlingame during their retirement years. 

Income 
Median household income in Burlingame is similar to the surrounding 
cities and county; however, the City has higher shares of households in 
the highest and lowest income brackets. This may be due to the diversity 
in the housing stock (an almost 50/50 split in multifamily versus single-
family and renter versus owner). 

Tenure and Housing Stock 
Burlingame has a higher share of renter households and multifamily 
housing units than San Mateo County as a whole, providing more diverse 
housing options. Nearly half (49.7 percent) of Burlingame’s housing units 
are in multifamily structures, which is higher than in San Mateo County as 
a whole (42 percent). Fully 53 percent of units in Burlingame are renter-
occupied, compared to 41 percent in the county.1 

Employment 
More than half of Burlingame residents who work drive to employment 
locations in San Francisco and nearby Peninsula communities. 

 

1 2015 American Community Survey 
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Burlingame has a relatively high ratio of jobs to employed residents 
compared to San Mateo County as a whole. According to the U.S. Census 
Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics, as of 2011 there were 
approximately 2.5 jobs in Burlingame for each employed resident. 
Countywide, this ratio was 1.00.  

 

Environmental Conditions 

Although Burlingame is predominantly urbanized, a variety of 
environmental and scenic resources contribute to the community’s 
character. An important role of the General Plan is to ensure that growth 
and change do not negatively impact environmental resources and 
health.  

Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
Burlingame is located in the Peninsula Subregion air basin, which extends 
from northwest of San Jose to the Golden Gate Bridge. According to the 
California Air Resources Board emissions inventory for San Mateo County, 
mobile pollution sources such as cars and trucks are the largest 
contributor to the estimated annual average for air pollutant levels, 
accounting for much of total emissions in the county. Several chapters 
throughout the General Plan include policies and programs to promote 
alternative modes of transportation and reduce vehicle miles traveled, 
thus contributing to improvements in regional air quality and reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions.  

Biological Resources 
Burlingame’s varied terrain, from the foothills to the Bay, supports 
habitats for many plant and animal species, including special status 
species (rare plants and animals that require special consideration and/or 
protection under State or federal law). While certain plant and animal 
species have adapted to living within the developed areas of Burlingame, 
native vegetation and creeks within the urbanized areas have been 
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modified to a degree that severely limits their value as habitat for special 
status plant and animal species. However, the shoreline and hillsides of 
Burlingame provide forest and wetland habitats that are important for 
several special status species. Chapter 9: Healthy People and Healthy 
Places specifies policies and programs to restore creek beds and habitats 
where possible and preserve wildlife areas. 

 
Water Resources 
Burlingame lies within the Santa Clara Valley Groundwater Basin and 
contains multiple creeks that flow into San Francisco Bay. The health and 
function of the Bay Area’s surface and groundwater resources are critical 
for habitat preservation and essential ecosystem services such as flood 
protection and clean water resources for multiple community uses.  

In addition to water quality, overall water availability is a constant regional 
concern. Periods of abundant rainfall and severe drought have led to 
fluctuations in water supply, highlighting the need for consistent water 
conservation measures. Chapter 9: Healthy People and Healthy Places 
outlines policies to improve water quality in Burlingame and promote 
water conservation at all times, not just during droughts.  

Visual and Scenic Resources 
The natural features most associated with Burlingame are its trees, and 
Burlingame has been designated as a "Tree City USA" since the 1979.2 
California Drive and El Camino Real have groves of large, mature trees. In 
addition to Mills Canyon Park and the many tree-lined streets, other 
scenic resources include views of marshlands and San Francisco Bay, 
visible from the hills and Old Bayshore Highway and Airport Boulevard. 

 

2 Tree City USA is a national program established by the 

Arbor Day Foundation that provides the framework for 

community forestry management for cities and towns in the 

United States. 
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Highways with scenic corridors can create enjoyable travel experiences, 
link urban areas with open space areas, and provide access to 
recreational areas. Interstate 280, located just west of Burlingame, is an 
officially designated State Scenic Highway. Scenic roadways in and 
around Burlingame are shown in Figure CX-3. Development patterns and 
land use activities can block vistas or views of local landmarks and reduce 
scenic qualities, and the exterior appearance of structures (e.g., bulk, 
height, color) can detract from the natural surroundings. Chapter 4: 
Community Character provides land use and development policies 
intended to protect Burlingame’s visual and scenic resources. 

Sea Level Rise 
Water levels in the San Francisco Bay have risen eight inches over the 
past century, with rates expected to accelerate in the next century as the 
pace of climate change accelerates. Burlingame’s Bayfront is particularly 
vulnerable to sea level rise because it is not protected by natural 
wetlands, but instead has a hard-edge seawall along the waterfront. If sea 
level rise reaches projections by the San Francisco Bay Conservation and 
Development Commission and no actions are taken to protect or 
mitigate the impacts, most of the Bayfront Area and parts of Rollins Road 
could be under water by 2070. Chapter 8: Community Safety provides 
policies specifically intended to protect vulnerable areas and 
infrastructure from rising water levels in the Bay. Sustainability policies 
woven throughout the plan also target climate change and sea level rise 
issues.  
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The Community Process 

Envision Burlingame was a robust, community-driven process that 
included multiple community workshops and surveys, engagement with 
local high schools and colleges, a Community Advisory Committee (CAC) 
that met 18 times over the three-year process, and extensive input from 
the Burlingame Planning Commission and City Council. The following 
summarizes the meetings, interviews, surveys, and other events that took 
place between March 2015 and December 2018. 

Stakeholder Interviews and Meetings 
At the outset of Envision Burlingame, the project team conducted 
stakeholder interviews with members of the City Council, Planning 
Commissioners, business owners, residents, and others interested in 
Burlingame’s plans for the future. This important step in the General Plan 
process provided an opportunity to understand the Burlingame 
community, identify desired project outcomes, and gain insight into 
issues, assets, and opportunities. Stakeholder sessions continued 
throughout the process to gather feedback as different policies and 
concepts emerged.  

Neighborhood Intercept Surveys 
The project team held a series of neighborhood intercept surveys in June 
2015 in Burlingame’s most popular commercial areas to gather 
information and spread awareness about the process. Members of the 
project team invited people to participate in an interactive exercise that 
asked them questions about Burlingame using printed poster boards and 
“voting” stickers. This approach engaged all age groups—especially 
families with young children—and allowed for informal and educational 
discussions.  

Community Advisory Committee Meetings 
The Community Advisory Committee (CAC) was established by the City 
Council early in the process to advise the project team throughout 
development of the General Plan. Members included representatives 
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from a variety of organizations and perspectives, including neighborhood 
groups, business groups, transportation and housing advocacy groups, 
and environmental organizations, as well as residents representing a 
range of perspectives and ages.  

The CAC acted as a liaison to various Burlingame stakeholders, made 
recommendations to the Planning Commission and City Council, and 
reviewed draft General Plan chapters.  

Community Workshop #1 
On October 24, 2015, the City hosted the first community workshop for 
Envision Burlingame. The workshop was held at the Burlingame 
Recreation Center as an open house in which members of the community 
were free to drop in anytime during the four-hour event. The workshop 
provided an opportunity to learn about the community-driven planning 
process and discuss Burlingame’s assets, issues, and opportunities. Over 
70 members of the community shared their ideas and vision for 
Burlingame’s future. The static information from the workshop was put on 
the Envision Burlingame website to allow people to participate virtually 
after the workshop date. 

UC Berkeley Graduate Students 
In February 2016, a group of UC Berkeley graduate students learning 
about community and stakeholder engagement held an outreach event 
at the Burlingame Caltrain station. The focus of this event was to engage 
commuters and young professionals about their thoughts and 
perspectives related to the future vision for the City. The students 
produced a video of their interviews and a summary of their findings. 

Burlingame High School Students 
Between January and May 2016, students in a Burlingame High School 
architecture class identified planning and design ideas for new uses along 
Burlingame’s Bayfront. The process included a walking tour of the 
Bayfront area, as well as mapping and designing potential development 
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projects along the waterfront. Students had an opportunity to present 
their ideas at Community Workshop #2. 

Community Workshop #2 and Online Survey 
In May 2016, the City hosted the second community workshop for 
Envision Burlingame. It was structured similarly to Community Workshop 
#1, as an open house event in which community members could drop in 
to review and comment on potential land use and circulation alternatives 
for key study areas. Participants were given a workbook with specific 
questions to provide feedback. Burlingame High School students also 
had an opportunity to showcase their ideas for the Bayfront. For 
community members who were unable to attend the workshop, an online 
survey was available which corresponded directly to the workshop 
materials and workbook. In total, over 240 people participated in the 
workshop and online survey.  

San Francisco State University Students 
During the Spring 2017 semester, students in an Urban Studies and 
Planning senior seminar at San Francisco State University worked on a 
project for the North Burlingame/Rollins Road area, which had been 
identified by the community as an area for an arts and innovation district 
including live/work units. The students provided a range of ideas for 
housing, commercial, and arts uses in the area, and presented their 
projects to the CAC in May 2017. 

Planning Commission Study Sessions 
The Planning Commission held a study session on July 13, 2016, to 
discuss the emerging land use concept, population and employment 
projections, and community engagement input. Input and direction from 
the Planning Commission was used to refine key policies and concepts 
for the draft plan.  Once the draft General Plan had been prepared, the 
Commission held study sessions in the summer and fall of 2018 prior to 
conducting formal public hearings. 
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City Council Study Sessions 
The City Council held study sessions on September 7, 2016 and 
December 7, 2016 to discuss land use alternatives, population and 
employment projections, housing, and community engagement input. 
The outcomes of these study sessions were direction to the project team 
on the preferred land use alternative and growth scenario.  

As part of its annual Spring joint meetings with the Planning Commission, 
the Council included the General Plan as an agenda item (in 2016, 2017, 
and 2018).  Like the Planning Commission, the Council also conducted an 
informal workshop to review the draft General Plan precedent to formal 
public hearings in late 2018.   

 
Study Areas 

Areas of Stability and Change 
One of the first community engagement activities conducted for Envision 
Burlingame was to identify “areas of stability” and “areas of change.” 
Areas of stability were defined as neighborhoods or districts in which the 
community would anticipate little change over the next 10 to 20 years, 
while areas of change were places where the community desires new uses 
or redevelopment of existing uses to occur. During this exploratory 
phase, community members expressed a strong desire to preserve 
Burlingame’s residential neighborhoods and public parks. The Bayfront, 
Rollins Road, North Burlingame, Downtown, and Broadway commercial 
district were all identified as areas of potential change, and El Camino 
Real was viewed as having potential for some change and some stability. 
Based on this feedback, the project team identified seven key study areas 
around which to structure the General Plan: 

 Bayfront 
 Rollins Road 
 North Burlingame 
 Downtown 
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 California Drive 
 El Camino Real 
 Residential Neighborhoods (area of stability) 

Study Area Refinement and Direction 
The seven study areas were used to generate ideas about Burlingame’s 
assets, issues, and opportunities at Community Workshop #1, which 
included a visioning station for each study area and a large interactive 
map. The input from the first workshop helped the City and the CAC 
identify ways to capitalize on each study area’s assets and opportunities, 
and address or improve each area’s issues.  

During spring 2016, CAC members participated in walking tours of the 
seven study areas, and discussed land use and development ideas for 
each area. This extensive iterative process was used to generate land use 
alternatives for each area, which were presented at Community Workshop 
#2 and in the online survey. Feedback gathered through these forums 
was then presented to the Planning Commission and City Council for 
further refinement, eventually leading to the preferred land use 
alternative illustrated in Chapter 4: Community Character and refined 
through the public hearing process. The Community Character chapter 
not only discusses the land use goals and policies for each study area, it 
also describes the vision for each area.  

 
Projected and Desired Growth for Burlingame 

The Envision Burlingame community process and study area framework 
helped guide growth discussions for the General Plan. Important local 
considerations driving the discussion of growth included infrastructure 
capacity, public facilities (particularly school capacity in Burlingame), 
transportation, and community character. The goal of this General Plan is 
to identify an appropriate level of growth that responds to Burlingame’s 
commitment to accommodate new residents and housing units, while 
also ensuring adequate services and infrastructure to support that 
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growth. Community members have expressed a desire to accommodate 
growth in targeted areas well-served by transit, to provide more 
affordable housing, and to maintain Burlingame’s charm and small-town 
character. 

Envision Burlingame Growth Scenario 
The Envision Burlingame process evaluated several growth scenarios that 
responded to the community’s strong desire to target areas for higher-
density, more affordable housing. This General Plan accommodates an 
estimated 23 percent increase in the population over 2016 conditions, to 
a build-out population of 36,600 residents. This includes 2,951 new 
housing units and 9,731 new jobs (see Table CX-1). As is discussed in 
Chapter 4: Community Character, most of this growth will be targeted in 
the North Burlingame area, North Rollins Road, and Downtown, providing 
opportunities for higher-density housing close to transit (BART and 
CalTrain), services, and the Burlingame Avenue and Broadway 
commercial districts. 

Table CX-1 
Burlingame General Plan Growth Projections through Build-out 

 Housing Units Population Jobs 

2016 13,144 29,724 29,879 

Build-out 16,065 36,600 39,610 

Net New 2,951 6,876 9,731 
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