Community Design
Union City General Plan Update

INTRODUCTION
The physical form of Union City and its design character influence how people experience the city as well
as their perceptions about quality of life. Urban form and design character play a critical role in the
creation of distinctive places and in establishing a unique identity for the community. While community
design and urban form relate to aesthetic character and quality, they also have significant implications for
community vitality, stability, and function. For instance, community design can have very real
implications, both beneficial and detrimental, for fundamental issues such as economic development,
community health, public safety, traffic congestion, transit use, and the provision of public services.
Urban form and character evolve over time, and Union City is a reflection of over a century and a half of
growth and change.
This chapter summarizes the community design of Union City, including the historical development and
urban framework of the city. This chapter is organized into the following sections:










Introduction
Historic Development (Section 6.1)
Community Design Framework Elements (Section 6.2)
Neighborhoods (Section 6.3)
Districts (Section 6.4)
Corridors (Section 6.5)
Gateways (Section 6.6)
Natural Setting (Section 6.7)

The physical form and character of today’s Union City is a reflection of several factors, some that are
unique to the locale and some that reflect broader national trends at the time development occurred. Local
factors, such as the physical landscape and cultural history, tend to be the distinguishing features that
contribute most to establishing a unique physical identity for Union City. While national trends, such as
the increase in the popularity of the automobile, influenced development patterns and have tended to
generate urban forms and qualities, which many suburban communities share. Understanding how
community design influences the quality of life in a community and which factors contribute to or detract
from this concept will inform decisions about how the city develops in the future, while continuing to
enhance the community as a distinctive place to live and work.
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SECTION 6.1

HISTORIC DEVELOPMENT

Major Findings


The physical form of Union City has been shaped by various factors over the last 150 years,
including land use and settlement patterns, as well as transportation infrastructure.



First established in the mid-19th Century, Union City grew where there was access to
transportation, specifically water access to San Francisco Bay and rail access north and south
along the East Bay.



Unlike most communities that grew around a central train station or downtown main street,
Union City evolved from two early settlements on opposite sides of town: Alvarado, along the
Bay shoreline, and Decoto along the rail lines on the east side of town.



Union City is named after the Sacramento Steamer “The Union” which was purchased by John
Horner to transport crops and passengers to San Francisco from the area now known as the
Historic Alvarado District.



The Decoto’s interconnected grid of alphabet and numbered streets, which was first laid out in
the 1860s, is still a distinctive feature of the city’s built form.



Unlike most cities that have grown outward from a central core, Union City’s growth was
focused on the area between its two nodes of early settlement, with single-family residential
subdivisions and industrial/office parks replacing farmland.



In the century between the establishment of the Alvarado and Decoto communities and City
incorporation in 1959, the city grew slowly. The majority of the city’s existing development
pattern was established in the four decades after incorporation, growing from a population of
6,000 in 1959 to nearly 67,000 by 2000. As a result, the community’s design has been
strongly influenced by the social, economic, and aesthetic trends of that era.

Historical Development of Union City
To understand why Union City looks the way it does today, it is useful to understand how the city grew
and the forces that contributed to its current form and character. The physical form of Union City has
been shaped by various factors over the last 150 years, including land use and settlement patterns, as well
as transportation infrastructure. Like many early California communities, Union City was first established
where it had access to transportation, specifically water access to San Francisco Bay and rail access north
and south along easterly portion of the City. However, unlike most communities that grew up around a
single train station or main street, Union City evolved from two early settlements.
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In the 1830s Juan Bautista Alvarado, the governor of Alta California, established two Mexican land
grants in what is today Union City. Rancho Potrero del los Cerritos was located in the western half of the
city in the area presently known as Alvarado, while Rancho Arroyo del Alameda was centered on the
present-day Decoto area in the east. The first significant development in the Alvarado area began in the
1840s and 1850s when John Horner developed a town of eight square blocks adjacent to the Bay, and
built wharves, warehouses, farms, and irrigation systems to serve it. He also purchased a Sacramento
Steamer named “The Union” to transport crops and passengers to San Francisco from the new town of
Union City, named after the steamer. The small town, which was located in the vicinity of what is now
referred to as Union City Boulevard, Smith Street and Alvarado Boulevard, was later renamed New
Haven and then Alvarado. The city was an important location for sugar manufacturing and processing
until 1975.
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Image publish date: 1878
While the Alvarado area was developed to take advantage of its access to the Bay, the Decoto area to the
east developed because of its proximity to numerous railroad lines. In 1867 Ezra Decoto and his two
brothers purchased land along the old Mission Road in anticipation of the arrival of the Central Pacific
Railroad right-of-way. They later sold 284 acres to the Decoto Land Company to lay out the town of
Decoto in the area bounded by Whipple Road to the north, the old State Road (now Mission Boulevard)
and Decoto Road to the east, and the rail lines to the south and west. With the construction of a train
station and a grid of streets that ran parallel and at right angles to the rail lines, Decoto became home to a
diverse range of businesses including a concrete mixer, a repair shop for equipment, two large storage
warehouses, and an auto storage facility. When viewed on a map or from the air, the grid of alphabet and
numbered streets from this early development is still a distinctive feature of the city’s built form.
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Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, agriculture was an important industry throughout southern
Alameda County. This included the raising of livestock and crops such as grain, fruits, mushrooms,
flowers, and others. Sugar processing and salt harvesting were also important industries in Alvarado.
During the first half of the 20th century, Alvarado and Decoto continued to grow slowly, attracting
immigrant communities that typically worked for local farmers or salt and sugar production facilities, as
well as mill and other industrial work. By mid-century the two communities were each home to around
2,000 residents. When Union City incorporated in 1959, combining the two early settlements, the city had
a total population of 6,000. The growth of Union City accelerated greatly in the 1960s and 1970s, with
single family residential subdivisions and industrial/office parks replacing farmland. Again, unlike most
cities that grow outward from a central core, Union City’s growth was focused on the area between its
two nodes of early settlement. The city’s edges, located east of Mission Boulevard and west of Union
City Boulevard, experienced much less dramatic change. Figure 6-1 illustrates the history of residential
growth in the City from its inception. Since incorporation the city has experienced robust growth, with a
population of 45,000 by 1983 and a current population of nearly 73,000.
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Figure 6-1
Residential Development History
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SECTION 6.2

COMMUNITY DESIGN FRAMEWORK ELEMENTS

A community’s physical character is the product of many different elements. Underlying the many details
that contribute to a community’s design character is a broader framework of features that define a
community‘s fundamental urban form. These elements include natural features such as topography, water
bodies, and vegetation, and manmade features such as parks, circulation corridors, railroads,
neighborhoods, commercial and industrial centers, landmarks, and gateways. The following sections
describe key elements that contribute to Union City’s urban form and have implications for future
community design.

Major Findings



The majority of Union City’s urbanized area is located on relatively flat terrain.



Union City is traversed north/south by three active railroad lines and the BART line. Two
parallel lines run through the Decoto neighborhood, on the east side of town, known as the
Oakland Subdivision and the Niles Subdivision. The third line, the Coast Subdivision, runs
north/south east of Historic Alvarado on the west side of town.



The BART tracks, which are both at-grade and elevated, parallel the Oakland Subdivision
railroad tracks on the east side of town. The Union City BART station is located just south of
Decoto Road and west of Alvarado-Niles Road.



The City has a long-term vision to transform the BART station into a regional multi-modal
transit station that is accessible from both sides of the station. The station redesign, which
broke ground in the Fall 2014, will provide direct access to and from recent and planned
development to the east of the station.



I-880, an eight-lane freeway that runs north-south through the city, provides regional
access. The only east/west access within the city is via the interchanges at Whipple Road,
Alvarado-Niles Road, and Fremont Boulevard/Alvarado Boulevard just south of Union City.



From a community design perspective, the rail lines, BART line, and I-880 freeway serve as
barriers that constrain circulation within the community because of the limited number of
street crossings provided. In addition to constraining circulation, these major infrastructure
corridors, physically and visually divide the community, undermining the city’s sense of place.



The city has a handful of key development landmarks that due to their size, character, location
or other characteristic are both distinctive and memorable, and contribute to community
character. Some of these key landmarks include the Masonic Home, the BART station, the
Civic Center complex, and James Logan High School.
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The urbanized area is bounded to the east and west by natural open space: the sinuous forms of
the grass-covered foothills to the east, and the marshlands of San Francisco Bay to the west.
Both contribute to clearly delineated urban edges while also serving as important scenic
resources.
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Hills in eastern Union City as seen from Mission Boulevard

Topography
The majority of Union City’s urbanized area is located on relatively flat terrain. East of Mission
Boulevard, however, the foothills of the Coastal Range provide a visual backdrop to the city’s urban area.
The smooth, rolling contours of the undeveloped ridgelines and hillsides provide a dramatic contrast to
the urbanized areas west of Mission Boulevard. Visible from many places within the city, particularly east
of I-880, the natural open space and sinuous forms of the foothills are an important scenic resource that
clearly delineate the urban edge.

Rail Lines
Union City is traversed by three railroad lines and the BART line. On the east side of town, two parallel
lines approximately 800 feet apart run in a north/south direction through the Decoto neighborhood. These
lines are known today as the Niles Subdivision (easterly track) and the Oakland Subdivision (westerly
track. Historically, these were owned by Central Pacific (which became Southern Pacific) and Western
Pacific. On the west side of town, another north/south line developed under the Pacific Coast Railroad
(which later became Southern Pacific) runs through the community. This line is known as the Coast
Subdivision. All of these lines are in active use today and are operated by Union Pacific Railroad.

Public Review Draft Background Report
May 2015

Page 6-9

The BART tracks run parallel to the Oakland Subdivision tracks on the east side of town. The tracks are
both at-grade and elevated. The Union City BART station, which is located just south of Decoto Road
and west of Alvarado-Niles Road, currently is only accessible from the west. The City has a long-term
vision to transform the BART station into a regional multi-modal transit station, which requires a
redesign of the station to provide access from both sides of the station. The redesign will provide direct
access from recent and planned new development in the Station District to the BART station. The project
to open up the easterly side of the BART station broke ground in the Fall of 2014, and is currently
underway. From a community design perspective, the rail and BART lines serve as barriers that constrain
circulation within the city because of the limited number of locations where there are road crossings. The
ability to create additional at-grade crossings is limited by the State.

Interstate 880
I-880 is an eight-lane freeway that runs north-south through the center of the city. It provides regional
access via interchanges at Whipple Road, Alvarado-Niles Road, and Decoto Road and Fremont
Boulevard/Alvarado Boulevard just south of Union City. I-880 traverses roughly 50 miles from Oakland
to San Jose. I-880 is a major regional commuter route, providing connections to San Francisco, Contra
Costa, Alameda, Santa Clara, and San Mateo Counties. The I-880/Whipple Road improvement project is
a fully-funded County Wide Transportation Plan Tier 1 project, with a total estimated cost of $62 million.
The project includes full interchange improvements, including northbound off-ramp, surface street
improvements, and realignment. The purpose is to improve safety and capacity.

Landmarks
The Masonic Home in the city’s eastern hills is perhaps the most architecturally significant and prominent
structure in Union City given its hillside location. Constructed of red brick and opened in 1898 on 267
acres of land, the original purpose for the Masonic Home was to provide shelter and protection for
Masonic widows and orphans. The building now serves as senior housing and geriatric care facility.

Masonic Home
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In 2007, the City and BART began construction of the Intermodal Station Phase I project. The goals for
the project were to modify the Union City BART Station to allow eventual integration of a future
commuter rail station; reconfigure the existing BART parking lot to improve access for all modes of
transportation such as pedestrians, bicyclists, transit, and vehicles; and to better adapt the existing 14-acre
BART site for future transit-oriented development (TOD). The upgraded and modernized station is a key
landmark in the community, and will continue to grow in importance as a focal point for the community
as station area development progresses in the years to come.

Union City BART Station
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James Logan High School, located on H Street between Alvarado-Niles Road and Colgate Drive, is the
largest high school in Northern California with an enrollment of over 3,900 students on a campus of 64
acres. The original campus was established in 1959 for 1,200 students but was expanded to 3,000 students
in 1980 and 4,000 in 1992 as more students from neighboring cities joined the school. The school
contains a 50,000 square foot performing arts center, a 3,000-seat pavilion, a football stadium, and an
Olympic-size swimming pool. Its adjacency to Kennedy Park and its proximity to BART contribute to its
distinctiveness as a destination and landmark within the community.

James Logan High School

Page 6-12

Public Review Draft Background Report
May 2015

Community Design
Union City General Plan Update

SECTION 6.3

NEIGHBORHOODS

Major Findings


With the exception of the Alvarado and Decoto neighborhoods, the majority of Union City’s
residential neighborhoods are predominantly low-density subdivisions developed between
1960 and 2000.



These neighborhoods typically were designed to discourage through traffic by employing loop
roads and cul-de-sacs, and limiting the number of streets that provide access into and out of
subdivisions.



In order to reduce the impact of traffic on neighborhood character, development adjacent to
the city’s major roadways typically is oriented away from the street with walls or fences to
screen residences from the adjoining thoroughfares.



The development strategies in the city create a series of residential neighborhoods that tend to
be inwardly focused and largely disconnected from each other.



Major traffic corridors have limited pedestrian activity and engagement as they are separated
from adjoining development.



Neighborhood streets seem wide, given the relatively low traffic volumes and traffic speeds
they are intended to support. The practice of planting of street trees behind the sidewalk limits
the ability of tree canopies to visually mitigate this width.



Typical residential frontages are characterized by five- and six-foot wide sidewalks adjacent to
the street, with frequent curb cuts for driveways and street-fronting garages.



One- and two-story single-family detached houses are the predominant building type in the
city’s residential neighborhoods, although more recent development has included higherdensity multifamily development, particularly in the vicinity of the BART station.



The Alvarado and Decoto neighborhoods reflect more traditional neighborhood development
patterns, including traditional grid street patterns, although Alvarado’s street pattern has
largely given way to a more disconnected street pattern.



The Historic Alvarado District still retains ground-level, street-oriented neighborhood retail
that varies significantly from the pattern of strip commercial and commercial center
development elsewhere in the city.
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With the exception of the Alvarado and Decoto neighborhoods, which were established in the 19th
century, the majority of Union City’s residential neighborhoods are predominantly low-density
subdivisions that were developed between 1960 and 2000. Per the development trends of the time, these
neighborhoods typically were designed to discourage through traffic by employing loop roads and cul-desacs, and limiting the number of streets that provide access into and out of subdivisions. While this
approach minimizes traffic on residential streets, it also funnels traffic onto a limited number of primary
roads, rather than dispersing it through a network of interconnected streets that provide multiple potential
routes. Another common characteristic of these subdivisions, also related to reducing the impact of traffic
on neighborhood character, is the tendency to orient development so it turn its back on the city’s major
roadways, using walls and fences to buffer neighborhoods from the adjoining thoroughfares. As a result
of these development patterns, Union City is characterized by a series of residential neighborhoods that
tend to be inwardly focused and largely disconnected.
Local streets within the subdivisions generally have one travel lane in each direction with on-street
parking on both sides. Street widths (40 feet curb-to-curb on local streets and 46 feet curb to curb on
residential collector streets) seem wide, given the relatively low traffic volumes and traffic speeds they
are intended to support. Typical residential frontages are characterized by five- and six-foot wide
sidewalks adjacent to the street, with frequent curb cuts for driveways and street-fronting garages. Street
trees planted within the public right-of-way are not common. Typically, trees are planted behind the
sidewalk on private parcels in these neighborhoods. One- and two-story single-family detached houses are
the predominant building type in the city’s residential neighborhoods, although more recent development
has included higher-density multifamily development, particularly in the vicinity of the BART station.

Typical edge condition along arterials
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Typical residential subdivision development pattern
As the only Union City neighborhoods built prior to the widespread suburbanization of the city between
1960 and 2000, the Alvarado and Decoto neighborhoods reflect more traditional neighborhood
development patterns. Both were laid out with a traditional grid street pattern (although more extensive in
the Decoto neighborhood than Alvarado) that provides an interconnected network of streets with small
block sizes that contrasts with the curvilinear system of loops and cul-de-sacs that characterize many of
the city’s neighborhoods. Also, as areas that pre-date the dominant influence of the automobile,
commercial development is distinctive for its strong pedestrian orientation, particularly in the Alvarado
Historic District which still retains ground-level neighborhood retail along Smith Street and Union City
Boulevard. Buildings are oriented to the public street and set up to the sidewalk, rather than to a parking
lot, and no parking is located between the building and the street. Decoto’s commercial corridor along E
Street was redeveloped in the early 1990s when blighted commercial buildings were replaced with
affordable housing. However, remnants of the commercial development along Mission Boulevard still
tend to be oriented to the street.
The City has recognized the value of these neighborhoods by adopting preservation ordinances and design
guidelines, and taking steps to protect these areas from development that might diminish their historic
character. Building design and site development standards (e.g., building setbacks and orientation,
parking location, etc.) that complement the historic fabric of these districts can help protect the city’s
heritage and provide examples of neighborhoods whose scale and patterns support pedestrian activity.
Throughout the City, newer development proposed in older residential neighborhoods often reflects a
desire to maximize home size. In some neighborhoods, such as the Decoto neighborhood, where home
sizes are relatively small, the trend for larger homes creates the potential for new development to result in
neighborhood compatibility issues.
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Neighborhood Retail on Smith Street in Alvarado

Neighborhood Retail on Smith Street in Alvarado
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Decoto Neighborhood
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SECTION 6.4

DISTRICTS

Major Findings


Union City evolved without the benefit of having a clear central core or “downtown” that
serves as the primary location for the community’s civic and commercial activities.



Over the years, historic commercial areas in the Decoto and Alvarado neighborhoods have
dwindled to a handful of neighborhood-serving commercial uses. Shopping centers of various
sizes have been developed to address the community’s retail needs.



Union City has three primary commercial areas, the largest of which is Union Landing, a
regional shopping center located just west of I-880, where it can take advantage of freeway
access.



The other two prominent commercial areas—the International Marketplace (also known as the
Four Corners shopping area), located at the intersection of Alvarado Boulevard and Dyer
Street and the El Mercado/Marketplace centers, located at the Alvarado-Niles Road and
Decoto Road intersection, are both important community-serving commercial areas serving
the west and east sides of town respectively.



A number of smaller neighborhood-serving commercial centers are located near residential
neighborhoods. These include centers located at Whipple Road and Medallion Way, Decoto
Road south of Alvarado-Niles Road, and Mission Boulevard and Appian Way.



Whether serving the region, the city, or a neighborhood, Union City’s retail centers are
predominantly automobile oriented in their design, typically located on busy streets, with
surface parking located between sidewalks and storefronts, and limited pedestrian connections
to adjoining neighborhoods.



The predominant commercial development pattern consists of a row of stores and restaurants
typically in one-story buildings fronting onto a surface parking lot and backing up to adjoining
neighborhoods. In larger centers, a limited number of freestanding development pads may be
located at the street edge near intersections or entry drives, and small pedestrian plazas
provided. Surface parking comprises 50-70 percent of the buildable area.



The Intermodal Station District and Transit Facility Plan calls for a more intensely developed,
transit-oriented and walkable district that includes a mix of office, light industrial, commercial,
and residential uses, with ground floor commercial uses along both sides of 11th Street and the
perpendicular street that extends east and west from the BART station. Implementation of the
plan represents the best, opportunity to create a dynamic town center.



The Alvarado and Mission Boulevard focus areas represent important opportunities to create
active neighborhood nodes that will enhance and reinvigorate these historic neighborhoods.
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Industrial districts comprise a significant portion of land area in Union City, with most
development concentrated in four major industrial parks including the Decoto Industrial Park,
the Central Bay Industrial Park, the Alvarado Business Park, and the Lincoln-Alvarado
Business Park.



Land uses in these areas are a mix of warehouse and distribution uses, with some
manufacturing. They are characterized by very large blocks and large one- to two-story
buildings surrounded by surface parking lots.



Streets are widebut typically well-landscaped with trees planted along adjacent property lines
to screen parking.



The City has located industrial districts to minimize their interface with surrounding
neighborhoods. The majority of the City’s industrial areas are separated from residential
neighborhoods by major arterials.

Commercial Centers
Union City has three primary commercial areas, the largest of which is Union Landing, located just west
of I-880 between the Alvarado-Niles Road and Whipple Road interchanges. Situated where it can take
advantage of freeway access, Union Landing is a regional shopping center with a mix of strip commercial
and large format retail uses, featuring retailers like WalMart, Best Buy, and Lowe’s; three hotels; several
restaurants; and a 25-screen movie theater. Surface parking is a major element of the urban form,
comprising over 50 percent of the buildable area. Freestanding buildings are distributed across the site,
with surface parking typically adjoining the buildings on three sides. In addition to Union Landing, other
commercial uses taking advantage of convenient freeway access include the Crowne Plaza Hotel, at the
Alvarado-Niles interchange, that provides conferencing facilities, and Calaveras Landing at the Whipple
Road interchange, which is zoned industrial, but functions as a retail center (Home Depot, FoodMaxx,
Pep Boys).
The other two prominent commercial areas are the International Marketplace (also known as the Four
Corners Shopping Area), located at the intersection of Alvarado Boulevard and Dyer Street and serving as
the community shopping area for the west side of town, and El Mercado/Marketplace, located at the
Alvarado-Niles Road and Decoto Road intersection, and serving the east side of town. While International
Marketplace is smaller in scale, the physical form of both developments is characterized by strip
commercial buildings that are anchored by grocery stores, and sited behind large surface parking lots that
front the street. Each has a limited number of small-scale, pad developments at the street edge, but as with
Union Landing, the overall form is auto-oriented.
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Marketplace Shopping Center

Alvarado Plaza Shopping Center

Union Landing Shopping Center
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In addition to these primary shopping areas, a number of smaller neighborhood-serving commercial
centers are located near residential neighborhoods, such as on Whipple Road at Medallion Way, on
Decoto Road south of Alvarado-Niles Road, and on Mission Boulevard at Appian Way. Like the city’s
larger shopping areas, these centers are predominantly automobile-oriented. They are designed as typical
“strip” malls, consisting of a row of stores and restaurants typically in one-story buildings fronting onto a
busy arterial roadway. Typically, these centers are separated from the street by surface parking lots, and
the buildings back up to residential areas, but with few pedestrian connections. Figure 6-2 shows the
location of the city’s commercial areas.

Town & Country Value Center on Whipple Road

Cherrywood Center on Decoto Road
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With the planned conversion of the Union City BART station into an intermodal hub, a fourth
commercial area is anticipated for the underdeveloped and underutilized parcels surrounding the station.
The Intermodal Station District and Transit Facility Plan, which addresses the BART station and
surrounding area, calls for a more intensely developed, transit-oriented district that includes a mix of
office, light industrial, commercial, and residential uses (refer to Section 5.4 of the Land Use chapter for
more detail). The plan calls for ground floor commercial uses along both sides of 11th Street and the
perpendicular street that extends east and west from the BART station. The design guidelines for the
Station District call for a compact development pattern, with high density, mixed-use buildings oriented
onto attractively designed, pedestrian-friendly streets. The intent, which has been realized in initial
Station District developments such as East Plaza and the Station Center mixed use development, is to
create a more compact and walkable community that has safe and convenient access to retail, services,
and jobs, as well as transit.

Ground floor retail fronting on pedestrian-friendly streetscape
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High-density, mixed-use development with retail and residential
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Figure 6-2
Commercial Centers
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Industrial Districts
Industrial districts comprise a significant portion of land area in Union City, with most development
concentrated in four major industrial parks–the Decoto Industrial Park, the Central Bay Industrial Park,
the Alvarado Business Park, and Lincoln-Alvarado Business Park. Land uses in these areas are
predominantly warehousing with some manufacturing. They are characterized by very large blocks and
large one- to two-story buildings surrounded by surface parking lots. Streets are wide, but typically welllandscaped with trees planted along adjacent property lines to screen parking. The City has located
industrial districts to minimize their interface with surrounding neighborhoods. The majority of the City’s
industrial areas are separated from residential neighborhoods by major arterials. Figure 6-3 shows the
locations of the city’s major industrial and business parks.

Dowe Avenue in the Central Bay Industrial Park
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Figure 6-3
Industrial and Business Parks
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SECTION 6.5

CORRIDORS

Major Findings


The design of the city’s street system has influenced the scale and character of development,
the connectivity between neighborhoods, and the community’s walkability.



The historic paths of travel originally developed to connect the small towns of southern
Alameda County have become Union City's major through streets, including Mission
Boulevard, Alvarado-Niles Road, Whipple Road, Dyer Street, Union City Boulevard, Decoto
Road, and Alvarado Boulevard.



These corridors function as arterial and collector streets that have wide right-of-ways, multiple
travel lanes, high traffic volumes, and relatively high travel speeds. In order to discourage cutthrough traffic in the neighborhoods, they also have limited connections to and from adjoining
neighborhoods.



The limited number of through-streets in the city that can get across I-880, the BART line, and
railroad tracks, further concentrates vehicular traffic onto a few major arterials and through a
limited number of intersections. As a result, facilitating efficient automobile movement on
these corridors has tended to take primacy over other design considerations.



While these main collector and arterial streets are generally attractively landscaped, with
mature trees and context-appropriate plantings, the size and function of these streets still
affects surrounding community character. Most land uses do not address these corridors
directly. Residential development generally focuses inward, away from the corridor.
Commercial and industrial development is typically separated from the street by surface
parking. As a result, Union City’s main corridors are heavily auto-oriented, and lack the
characteristics that attract or support pedestrian activity.



The limited pedestrian orientation of Union City’s major streets is somewhat compensated for
by a network of Class I trails and pedestrian pathways (i.e., separated from vehicular traffic),
many of which follow the creeks, that help facilitate safe pedestrian and bicycle circulation.
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Union City’s system of streets is a key influence on the community’s character and function. A product of
both the community’s early history and development trends during its primary period of growth, the
design of the city’s street system has influenced the scale and character of development, the connectivity
between neighborhoods, and the community’s walkability. The historic paths of travel that were
originally developed to connect the small towns of southern Alameda County have become Union City's
major streets. These include Mission Boulevard, Alvarado-Niles Road, Whipple Road, Dyer Street, Union
City Boulevard, Decoto Road, and Alvarado Boulevard. These corridors function as arterial and collector
streets that have wide right-of-ways and carry substantial traffic volumes. The neighborhood development
patterns served by these arterials are typical of the period in which they were built–favoring looped roads
and cul-de-sacs with limited connections to the arterial street system. While this is effective at limiting
cut-through traffic in the neighborhoods, it also has had implications for community design. The limited
number of through-streets in the city funnels vehicular traffic through a limited number of intersections
and onto a few major arterials. As a result, a half-dozen of Union City’s key street corridors are designed
primarily to facilitate efficient automobile movement. These streets are characterized by wide right-ofways, multiple travel lanes, high traffic volumes, and relatively high travel speeds.
While these main collector and arterial streets are generally attractively landscaped, with mature trees and
context-appropriate plantings, the size and function of these streets affects surrounding community
character. For instance, most land uses do not address these corridors directly. Residential development
generally focuses inward, away from the corridor, often with sound walls separating development from
the street. Commercial and industrial development is typically set back from the street and separated from
it by surface parking. As a result, Union City’s main corridors are heavily auto-oriented, and lack the
characteristics that attract or support pedestrian activity.
Further complicating the city’s connectivity issues is the fact that the I-880 freeway runs north-south and
bisects the community east-west, with only two freeway overpass crossings at Whipple Road and
Alvarado-Niles Road.

Alvarado-Niles Road
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Decoto Road
The limited pedestrian orientation of Union City’s street network is somewhat compensated for by a
network of Class I trails and pedestrian pathways (i.e., separated from vehicular traffic) that help facilitate
safe pedestrian and bicycle circulation. These trails/pathways, many of which follow the creeks (see
following discussion under “Natural Setting-Water Features”), traverse the community, helping to
provide off-street connections between destinations such as parks, schools, commercial centers, and areas
of employment.
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SECTION 6.6

GATEWAYS

Major Findings


The primary gateways into Union City are from I-880 and key arterial streets including Union
City Boulevard, Mission Boulevard, Decoto Road, Alvarado-Niles Road, and Alvarado
Boulevard.



From I-880, the primary gateway is deep inside the city limits at the Alvarado-Niles Road
interchange. Although well-landscaped, the absence of distinguishing features at the
interchange results in a relatively anonymous sense of entry, except for views of the Coastal
Range hills provided from the northbound off-ramp.



Entering from Hayward, the two primary arterial entrances to Union City are Mission
Boulevard at the Chapel of the Chimes just north of Whipple Road and Union City Boulevard
at the northerly branch of Alameda Creek.



Mission Boulevard provides a dramatic entry where the open space on the east side of Mission
Boulevard opens up to highly scenic views of the natural foothills.



The northerly branch of Alameda Creek marks the entry from Hayward along Union City
Boulevard with an attractive natural landscape feature. However, once across the creek, the
industrial/office park development provides a visually unremarkable entry experience.



Entering from Fremont, the primary arterial entrances to Union City are Mission Boulevard
near Veneto Avenue, Alvarado-Niles Road at the BART overpass, Decoto Road at Alameda
Creek, Alvarado Boulevard at the railroad crossing just north of Lake Arrowhead Avenue in
Fremont, and Union City Boulevard at Alameda Creek.



With the exception of the Alvarado-Niles Road gateway from Fremont, the city’s southern
gateways are flanked by residential development. As is common throughout Union City, these
residential neighborhoods are oriented away from the street landscaping and fencing buffering
the development.



At the Decoto Road and Union City Boulevard gateways from Fremont, Alameda Creek
provides an attractive natural element, and at Alvarado-Niles Road gateway landscaping along
the roadway contributes to an attractive entry statement.

The primary gateways into Union City are from I-880 and key arterial streets including Union City
Boulevard, Mission Boulevard, Decoto Road, Alvarado-Niles Road, and Alvarado Boulevard. While I880 traverses Union City from the far north to far south, the primary gateway is deep inside the city limits
at the interchange with Alvarado-Niles Road. From both the north and south, one encounters AlvaradoNiles Road as a large, well-landscaped, but not distinctive, interchange leading to a busy, welllandscaped, four-lane arterial. The absence of distinguishing features results in a relatively anonymous
sense of entry, although from the northbound off-ramp, the Coastal Range hills are visible in the distance.
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I-880 off-ramp southbound

I-880 off-ramp northbound
Entering from Hayward, the two primary arterial entrances to Union City are Mission Boulevard at
Whipple Road and Union City Boulevard at Alameda Creek. Mission Boulevard provides a dramatic
entry at Whipple where the open space on the east side of Mission Boulevard opens up to highly scenic
views of the natural foothills. The development pattern along the west side of Mission Boulevard, south
of Whipple Road, appears to be in transition with some vacant parcels, low-intensity commercial
development, and new streetscape improvements. Entering Union City on Union City Boulevard (called
Hesperian Boulevard in Hayward), the northerly branch of Alameda Creek marks the entry with an
attractive natural landscape feature. However, once across the creek, the industrial/office park uses
provide a visually unremarkable entry experience.
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Mission Boulevard at Tamarack Drive

Union City Boulevard crossing Alameda Creek from Hayward
Entering from Fremont in the south, the primary arterial entrances to Union City are, from east to west,
Mission Boulevard near Veneto Avenue, Alvarado-Niles Road at the BART overpass, Decoto Road at
Alameda Creek, Alvarado Boulevard at the railroad crossing just north of Lake Arrowhead Avenue in
Fremont, and Union City Boulevard at Alameda Creek. With the exception of the Alvarado-Niles Road
gateway, which is bounded by industrial uses to the north and vacant Caltrans parcels to the south, the
dominant land use around the city’s southern gateways is residential. As is common throughout Union
City, these residential neighborhoods turn away from the street and the street frontage includes fencing
and landscaping. At the Decoto Road and Union City Boulevard gateways, the Alameda Creek provides
an attractive natural element, and at Alvarado-Niles Road gateway landscaping along the roadway
contributes to an attractive entry statement.
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Mission Boulevard at Veneto Avenue

Alvarado-Niles Road at City Limits with Fremont
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SECTION 6.7

NATURAL SETTING

Major Findings


Union City is framed by a unique set of natural open space resources: the foothills of the
Coastal Range to the east, the marshlands of San Francisco Bay to the west, and Alameda
Creek to the south.



The 5,040-acre Eden Landing Ecological Reserve, adjoining the city’s western boundary,
represents potentially valuable visual open space and nature appreciation area. At present, the
former industrial salt ponds have limited scenic and recreational value, but this is likely to
change as efforts progress to restore the ponds to salt marsh habitat. With the exception of the
Alameda Creek Trail, accessibility to the area is limited by adjacent development patterns and
the limited number of street and trail connections.



The city also has a number of creek corridors that flow through it. Past development has not
always taken advantage of the creeks as either visual amenities or recreational open space due
to their function as flood control channels. Since the channels are owned and managed by the
Alameda County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, the City has limited capacity
to optimize their value for the community.



All of the creek channels have been engineered to enhance flood control, so their scenic
characteristics have been compromised (e.g., limited vegetation, lack of natural meanders).



Union City has over 30 parks that range in size from mini-parks to community parks, and
contain an array of amenities from playgrounds and open lawns to community centers.



Many of these parks are centrally located within residential subdivisions and contribute to the
character and quality of the neighborhood.



Other parks, such as the historic Cesar Chavez Park in Old Alvarado, the recently constructed
East Plaza east of the BART station on 11th Street, Kennedy Park on Decoto Road, and the
parkland around the civic center, serve as important community landmarks and civic gathering
spaces that also contribute to a unique sense of place.



Union City also benefits from the proximity of major regional parks, including the Eden
Landing Ecological Reserve, Coyote Hills Regional Park, Quarry Lakes Regional Recreation
Area, and Garin/Dry Creek Pioneer Regional Park.
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Water Features
Union City’s eastern boundary is framed by open space. The western boundary is framed by the salt
marshes of San Francisco Bay, including the 5,040-acre Eden Landing Ecological Reserve, adjoin the
city’s western boundary. While representing potentially valuable visual open space, the former industrial
salt ponds that immediately adjoin the city’s boundaries currently have limited scenic value, although this
is likely to change as efforts progress to restore the ponds to salt marsh habitat. Accessibility to the area is
limited, given adjacent development patterns and the limited number of street and trail connections. The
primary exception is the Alameda Creek Trail, which provides an important connection to the Bayfront
wetlands from the eastern portions of the city. In spite of this connection, the limited orientation of
development to the Bay contributes to this open space asset being generally underutilized and
underappreciated by the public.
Alameda Creek at Union City Boulevard on the Fremont border (below)

View of San Francisco Bay wetlands from the Horner/Veasy Area
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Union City has a number of creek corridors within the city limits that flow through the urban areas, the
largest of which is Alameda Creek, which flows from Niles Canyon to the Bay defining much of the
city’s southern boundary. In addition, there are four or five other creek channels, mostly west of I-880,
that flow through residential neighborhoods. These creek corridors are both open space and recreational
resources. For instance, the Alameda Creek Trail is a major recreational facility connecting Quarry Lakes
Regional Recreation Area and the east side of town to the Bay wetlands west of the city. All of these
channels have been engineered to enhance flood control, so their scenic characteristics have been
compromised (e.g., limited vegetation, lack of natural meanders). Also, adjoining development patterns
generally have residential properties backing onto these channels, so visual access to the general public is
typically limited to bridge crossings.
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Parks & Open Space
As previously discussed, the San Francisco Bay wetlands and foothills of the Coastal Range are the city’s
largest open space areas, located at the city’s far western and eastern ends, respectively. As noted, these
areas represent important scenic resources that contribute positively to the overall image of Union City.
Union City also has over 30 parks that range in size from mini-parks to community parks, and contain an
array of amenities from playgrounds and open lawns to community centers. Many of these parks are
centrally located within residential subdivisions and contribute to the character and quality of the
neighborhood, whether a linear park space such as Casa Verde Park or a park with a larger green area
such as Town Estates Park. Other parks, such as the historic Cesar Chavez Park in the Alvarado Historic
District, the recently constructed East Plaza east of the BART station on 11th Street, Kennedy Park on
Decoto Road, and the parkland around the civic center, serve as important community landmarks and
civic gathering spaces that also contribute to a unique sense of place.

Cesar Chavez Park in Old Alvarado
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East Plaza in the Station District
Union City also benefits from the proximity of major regional parks. In addition to the Eden Landing
Ecological Reserve, three other regional parks are within the city limits or adjoin the city, including
Coyote Hills Regional Park to the southwest, Quarry Lakes Regional Recreation Area to the southeast,
and Garin/Dry Creek Pioneer Regional Park to the northeast. Figure 6-4 shows the locations of the city’s
parks and open space assets.
Figure 6-5 shows the relationship of the community design framework elements—districts,
neighborhoods, corridors, and open space--discussed in this chapter combined into a single figure.
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Figure 6-4
Open Space
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FIGURE 6-5
COMBINED COMMUNITY DESIGN FRAMEWORK ELEMENTS
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Regulatory Setting
Union City Zoning Code and Development Standards. The zoning code, which is based on policy
direction articulated in the General Plan, determines land uses within Union City on a parcel by parcel
basis. Development standards supplement the code, articulating specific requirements for site and
building design such as height, massing, setbacks, parcel size, etc. All proposed projects must conform to
these standards unless a variance is granted by the City.
Development Review Committee. The Development Review Committee (DRC) is an interdepartmental
body, consisting of staff from a variety of City Departments / Divisions including the Planning Division,
Building Division, Public Works Department, Fire Department, Police Department, Transit Division, and
Environmental Programs Division. The DRC evaluates discretionary applications for new development to
determine compliance with applicable requirements including those in the Municipal Code, Building and
Fire Codes, and applicable State regulations. The DRC also evaluates proposals based on the quality of
design and compatibility with existing development. The DRC provides recommendations on
development applications to the Planning and Commission and City Council for their approval.
Design Guidelines for Old Alvarado (1989). In order to preserve the historic character of the Old
Alvarado district, the City adopted design guidelines in 1989 that provide design recommendations for
property owners wishing to renovate the exterior of their buildings or to undertake new construction.
Bike and Pedestrian Master Plan (2012). The City’s Bike and Pedestrian Master Plan, adopted in 2012,
includes design guidelines addressing the design of pedestrian, bike, and trail (off road) facilities.
Intermodal Station District and Transit Facility Plan (2001). In September 2001 the City adopted the
Intermodal Station District and Transit Facility Plan which created a vision of a compact, pedestrian- and
transit-oriented, mixed-use downtown area centered on a new intermodal transit facility. The plan
encompasses the Union City BART station and the surrounding parcels. To encourage people to choose
transit, the plan established a new development pattern that incorporated more intensive land uses and
reduced dependence on automobile access. The plan focused on providing easy pedestrian access to the
station as well as connections to surrounding residential areas and community amenities, including nearby
Kennedy Park. The plan also envisioned changes to the existing BART station to include a passenger rail
station, which included construction of a free passage through the station to the surrounding
neighborhoods.
Union City Transit-oriented Development—Blocks 2, 3 and 4 Design Guidelines (2007). To realize
the development vision for the Station District set forth in the Intermodal Station District and Transit
Facility Plan, the City adopted a set of design guidelines and phasing for the three development blocks
along the east side of 11th Street that further clarify the City’s intent.
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Key Terms
The following key terms used in this chapter are defined as follows:
Transit Oriented Development. Refers to residential and commercial centers designed to maximize
access by transit and non-motorized transportation to encourage transit ridership.
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