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DESIGN REQUIREMENTS 
Compatibility with existing development is the cornerstone of successful infill projects and a prudent infill 

strategy. The design guidelines are intended to promote compatibility with existing residential development 

and to promote pedestrian oriented design in mixed use and commercial projects. All infill development 

projects should be designed to appropriately address these main components: 

Maintain compatibility with existing and surrounding development 

 Design with consistent street setbacks and building orientation in a manner 

that contributes positively to existing neighborhoods 

 Utilize architectural features and landscaping that follows existing 

neighborhood patterns 

 Provide appropriate buffers and design elements to minimize the potential 

negative impacts of higher density projects on traditional neighborhoods 

Promote pedestrian-oriented environment 

 Orient buildings toward street with direct access from the sidewalk 

 Locate parking behind buildings when possible 

 Avoid site layouts in which blank building walls face streets 

 Provide retail or neighborhood scale commercial activity that addresses the 

street in the form of a patio café or appropriate curbside retail 

The design requirements and guidelines in this policy guide and the adopted ordinance are closely 

tied to the goals and policies of Plan El Paso. The relevant goals and policies are referenced herein.  

1. Parking Strategies 

Rear alleys are a design characteristic of most older neighborhoods in El Paso. When available, alleys provide 

easy access to rear parking and contribute to a more pedestrian oriented design at the front of the lot. These 

design standards mitigate the negative effects of interrupting a street-oriented or pedestrian-oriented 

blockface with a large surface parking lot. 

The images below show two alternatives for the development of a vacant lot in a commercial area. Image 2 

shows a building separated from the street by a parking lot, which fails to follow the existing neighborhood 

pattern of buildings facing the street with a direct entrance from the sidewalk (as depicted by arrows).  Image 

3 shows a street-oriented building that takes access from the sidewalk. Parking in the rear is easily accessible 

from the alley. Image 3 follows existing neighborhood patterns and is an appropriate proposal for infill 

development. 

The addition of on-street angled parking is another strategy that improves the perception of parking 

availability for street-oriented shopfronts, while also acting as a traffic calming measure. The Streets & 

Maintenance Department can determine whether angled parking is appropriate for a street on a case-by-

case basis. 
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1. Parking Strategies (continued) 

The adopted goals and policies of Plan El Paso establish standards for parking. 

Policy 2.4.5: The careless placement of off-street surface parking lots can blight surrounding properties 

and public spaces. This blight can be avoided by using the following principles:  

a. Non-residential and multi-family buildings should have their surface parking lots placed at the side or 

rear of buildings. 

b. Buildings should have no more than 20% of their lots devoted to surface parking lots, with no 

individual lot larger than 2 acres.  

c. Parking lots should be designed for pedestrians as well as cars with pathways with double allees of 

trees. 

2. Exemptions to Rear Parking Requirement 

Rear parking is a common characteristic of traditional commercial development, however rear parking may 

not always be appropriate or feasible for certain developments. The adopted ordinance provides a number 

of relief mechanisms to the rear parking requirement for certain development proposals. 

 Parcels where a rear alley is below or above the 

grade of the project site (Image 1). Per the 

adopted building code access drives shall not 

exceed 14% grade. If accessing the site from the 

rear alley would result in a percent grade greater 

than 14% the design requirement may be 

waived. Percent grade is calculated as follows: 

 
 Lots with existing structures in the rear of the 

property may be exempt from the requirement 

for rear parking when those structures make it 

impossible to meet the dimensional requirements 

for parking (Image 2). 

 Unimproved or unpaved alleys may not be 

considered adequate for primary vehicle access. 

Concurrence from the Streets & Maintenance 

Department on the condition of the alley should 

accompany any request for an exemption. 

 Areas identified in Plan El Paso as G-3 Post War 

and G-4 Suburban may not be compatible with 

side and rear parking. In areas where the majority 

of homes along a block face have parking in 

front of the main building, the rear parking 

requirement may be waived (Image 3). This 

exemption does not apply to commercial districts 

where parking in the rear and street-oriented 

design is to be encouraged. 
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3. Building Orientation 

Building orientation contributes substantially to the character of older neighborhoods. Traditional development 

patterns orient buildings toward more heavily trafficked streets. This maintains a sense of enclosure along the 

main street and enhances the urban experience. 

Policy 2.4.1: The relationships between the fronts and backs of buildings are encouraged to 

ensure that public spaces have natural surveillance from buildings and to avoid the blighting 

influence created when the backs of buildings face public spaces. 

a. Fronts of buildings should face the fronts of other 

buildings, or the sides where necessary; fronts should 

never face the backs of other buildings.  

b. Residences may face minor and major arterials to 

avoid presenting blank walls to streets.  Alleys may 

be provided to create a vehicular entry to the lots 

instead of vehicular access directly from the arterial. 

Infill proposals should comply with the design guidelines of Plan 

El Paso regarding building orientation. 

Policy 2.4.7: 90% of the principal entries to buildings 

should face public spaces such as streets, squares, 

parks, or plazas instead of facing parking lots.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The image above shows a block with existing struc-

tures built up to the street. This is common in older 

parts of the city. 

The new corner building is placed to match existing 

setbacks, but the entrances face the interior of the 

lot, with blank walls facing the street. Since existing 

buildings have entrances directly to the sidewalk, the 

new building is not compatible with its district. 

This building matches existing setback on both the 

main and secondary streets, and also places its     

entrances toward the street. This building is            

compatible with its district. 

The building depicted above provides no visual interest or con-

tributing design elements for the street, even though it is located 

at the edge of the parcel. 

This restaurant is placed at the corner of the lot, with entrances 

facing the street. Parking is provided on-site, but it is located to 

the site and rear of the lot. The building is the most prominent 

feature of the lot, and its entrances, windows and landscaping 

contribute to the streetscape. 
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4. Front Setbacks for Residential Projects 

The front building line in residential areas is important in 

maintaining the visual character and massing of 

existing development. Proposed infill developments 

should respect existing building setbacks in residential 

areas. Increasing density can still be accomplished 

while respecting existing neighborhood patterns 

through courtyard style development, accessory 

structures in rear yards and attached accessory 

dwelling units.  

Applicants shall demonstrate through an exhibit 

attached to the application the existing front setbacks 

of all lots along the block face of the proposed 

development. The proposal may vary no more than 

15% from the average front setback. Existing lots that 

deviate greatly from the average setback along the 

block face should not serve as a justification for new 

proposals to violate existing neighborhood patterns.   

 

5. Scale and Character 

The adopted ordinance establishes design 

requirements and guidelines related to scale and 

character that are easily measurable  and can be 

demonstrated on a site plan. Effective infill 

development must be considerate of the details that 

give each neighborhood its distinct character.  

Proposals should be considerate of the scale and 

design features of the existing neighborhood, and 

make every attempt to mimic common elements. If surrounding houses have lush front yards and large street 

trees, the proposal should place specific emphasis on landscaping. If surrounding houses have large windows 

and front porches raised above grade, the proposal should integrate similar features. A successful infill project 

will blend into the existing neighborhood such that individual passing through on foot or by car cannot easily 

distinguish an infill development from its surroundings. 
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Vacant mid-block lots provide good opportunities to provide 

higher density housing options (Image 4). A traditional low-rise 

apartment building is out of scale with this neighborhood 

(Image 5). Courtyard style multifamily development preserves 

the street side experience and maintains the scale and 

massing as observed from the street. 

1 2 3 

Image 1 shows a residential area with consistent front setbacks. Infill development on the vacant lot should not be built to deviate from 

the established setback on the block face with either a larger (Image 2) or smaller (Image 3) front setback. 




