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Thornton Avenue, Newark CA at the train tracks in 1958 (Photo courtesy of Mayor Alan Nagy)
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CHAPTER 1    INTRODUCTION

Purpose

This Specific Plan brings together over 30 years of planning and 
analysis of Old Town to identify a grand vision that is matched by 
clear realistic steps for implementation. Relatively low commercial 
and residential rents have been a benefit for small business, workforce 
housing, and social equity in the neighborhood. However, consequently, 
these low rents have prevented revitalization goals expressed in 
previous planning documents: the cost of construction is too high 
to support redevelopment. This Specific Plan aims to implement 
long-standing goals for revitalization, including new multifamily and 
residential mixed use development, by responding to current market 
conditions and State housing requirements. At the same time, this 
plan, along with State law requirements, provides steps to maintain the 
existing housing stock and avoid displacement of existing residents and 
businesses. 

This Specific Plan fulfills the following purposes: 

•	 Vision: Expresses the vision for public improvements and private 
development through the 2040 planning horizon. 

•	 Implementation: Articulates the steps to achieve this vision 
through private development, improvements to the public 
realm, and community participation; provides a set of tools to 
communicate future development potential; provides more 
certainty to the development community; and guides City staff, 
decision-makers, and community members during individual 
project review. 

•	 Zoning Amendments: Modifies zoning standards in the 
Commercial Mixed Use (CMU) and Residential Medium (RM) 
districts to align development standards, use requirements, and 
design standards with current market conditions and building 
types.

•	 Streetscape Improvements: Identifies a streetscape plan for 
Thornton Avenue as a catalyst for revitalization. The streetscape 
plan will complement improvements in the private realm and 
create a safe, attractive, destination for residents and visitors, 
whether on bike, foot, or in a vehicle.

 
Plan Boundaries

The 76-acre Specific Plan area encompasses Thornton Avenue from 
Elm Street to Cherry Street, and residential parcels north and south 
of the commercial corridor, as shown in Figure 1-1. Plan policies, 
implementation measures, and zoning modifications apply within these 
boundaries.

Vision: 
To revitalize Old Town Newark as a vibrant 
mixed-use neighborhood, with a strong sense of 
place, thriving retail and commercial businesses, 
a range of housing choices for existing and 
future residents, a streetscape that prioritizes 
bicycles and pedestrians, and public space that 
allow community members to gather with their 
neighbors. 
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The planning area is envisioned as a mixed-use area that 
accommodates a range of housing types, retail and service business, 
expanded public spaces, and mobility improvements. To anticipate this 
development, this Specific Plan:

•	 Refines zoning regulations to align with market conditions and 
balance community desires for form and massing

•	 Identifies programs to support investment in the community 
and continued affordability for people who live and work in the 
community today

•	 Illustrates streetscape improvements for Thornton Avenue 

•	 Provides scenarios and prototypes for how future development 
could build out in the Commercial Mixed Use (CMU) and 
Residential Medium (RM) Zoning designations 

Previous Plans and Studies 

The General Plan describes the many plans and studies that have been 
undertaken in Old Town over the past 30 years. 

•	 The 1990 Historic Newark Area Plan sought to revitalize the 
Thornton Avenue commercial area as a center for neighborhood 
and specialty commercial uses; preserve single-family homes; 
and identify locations for medium- and high-density residential 
projects. This plan looked at a more expansive area, from Cherry 
Street to Wells Drive to Willow Street, as shown in Figure 1-2. 

•	 An Infill Housing Study, prepared in 2008, led to the rezoning of 
the core of the Old Town area in an effort to align development 
standards with plan goals. 

•	 Further study by Cal Poly San Luis Obispo students in 2017 
preceded the preparation of this Specific Plan. 

Despite all of these studies and well-intentioned policies, little has 
changed in Old Town. The key issue inhibiting development is that the 
market rate rents in the area (both residential and commercial) do 
not yet reflect a level that allows for the construction of new, higher-
density mixed-use development envisioned by these plans.

This Specific Plan builds on and replaces these studies and plans to 
solidify the plan vision and articulate implementation tools for future 
growth and development. Moreover, it intends to align policies and 
zoning standards with existing market conditions and building types to 
facilitate development that is financially feasible for the developer and 
desirable for existing and future residents of Old Town.
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The Old Town Newark Specific Plan process included two Public Meetings, 
on March 13th and June 26th, 2019 and a virtual open house on 
December 2nd, 2020.

Specific Plan Community Outreach

In addition to study sessions and hearings with decision makers, 
community members participated in the planning process through 
open house events in 2019. Participants discussed their ideas, including 
a desire to incorporate the historic elements of the neighborhood 
into new housing and retail uses. They provided feedback on 
proposed streetscape improvements to Thornton Avenue to expand 
sidewalks, create new gathering spaces, and reconfigure the roadway. 
They also expressed concerns about parking constraints and the 
potential for traffic. Participants weighed in on how the history of 
the district should inform the plan and building design, and provided 
feedback on design and programming ideas for gathering spaces in the 
district. Overall, community members supported ideas for new and 
rehabilitated housing and retail uses, and a desire for improvements to 
pedestrian and bicycle facilities. 

In 2020, City staff and consultants drafted this Specific Plan and related 
zoning amendments in response to findings from the technical analyses 
and feedback from community members and decision-makers. A 
draft plan was released at the end of 2020 prior to a final community 
workshop in December 2020.
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Strengths: 
The restaurants, local businesses, 
and history of the neighborhood; 
history of developing multifamily 
apartments in the surrounding 
neighborhood

Opportunities: 
Enhanced identity, community 
cohesion, neighborhood 
commercial activity, and public 
spaces through improvements to 
Thornton Avenue and public realm

Weaknesses: 
The appearance and limited 
appeal of the Thornton Avenue 
commercial facades and common 
spaces (plazas and sidewalks), 
heavy commercial or truck traffic, 
limited business activity and 
customer base

Threats: 
Rising housing and commercial 
rents, potential for displacing 
existing residents and businesses, 
public health concerns

This “SWOT” analysis identifies the defining features of Old Town and what 
distinguishes it from other neighborhoods, as well as potential pitfalls. This 
framework is intended to minimize risk and set up this Specific Plan for the 
best chances for successful implementation.

Old Town Newark Identity

Old Town Newark’s identity is not readily apparent in the physical 
appearance of the planning area. It is not a place where a unified 
theme easily emerges. Old Town was once a neighborhood with a 
Main Street that had a bank, grocery store, and small shop that served 
a middle-class community. Over time, the industries of farming, oyster 
farming, manufacturing, stove making, and salt mining have come 
and gone. A few of the older buildings in the area have survived in 
locations that are dispersed throughout the neighborhood. There are 
many newer buildings that support an eclectic identity, but there is no 
predominant style. 

The memories of the past are still strong. Newark has a “country” 
or “small town” feeling that is identifiable.  Although that past is not 
strongly represented in the physical attributes of the neighborhood, 
there is an opportunity to pay homage to the neighborhood’s roots 
through improvements to the public realm.
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Planning Context

Local Context

The location of Old Town is the historic heart of Newark. Its 
street grid reflects the original design of the Town Plan from 1878.  
Influenced by the railroad, its land use pattern was already well-
established by the time Newark was incorporated in 1955. The 
red arrow points to the Sycamore Street and Thornton Avenue 
intersection, which was the center of an area where farms, shops, and 
industry were located. The diversity of uses, including single family 
homes, retail stores, restaurants, service businesses, light industry, 
public buildings, and churches have created a unique neighborhood. 

The cultural history of Old Town Newark has also proven to be an 
economic asset to the area. The income diversity of the neighborhood 
has generated demand for both single-family homes and apartments, 
with rent levels that are lower than Newark as a whole. Its ethnic 
diversity and relatively low rents have provided a foundation for small 
businesses to operate, particularly small food manufacturing and local 
restaurants. 

Lower rent levels, while affordable, can also prevent further retail 
and residential investment in the community. For the time being, the 
cost of building higher density mixed use development envisioned 
by the General Plan exceeds the rents that can be generated in the 
neighborhood, deterring new investment. The lack of investment over 
time is apparent in the appearance of Old Town Newark. The lack of 
reinvestment in some properties has resulted in underutilization of 
the land. Furthermore, small lots owned by disparate individuals inhibit 
redevelopment opportunities. Generally, the lots in the neighborhood 
are not big enough to build efficient mixed-use or multi-family 
developments, with the exception of the commercial core fronting on 
Thornton Avenue. This circumstance provides the community with the 
opportunity to look at ways to encourage more intensive and more 
feasible construction at building heights that do not require expensive 
concrete and steel building types.

1940

1950’s

2019
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Figure 1-3: Potential Dumbarton Rail Line (SamTrans) Figure 1-4: Proposed Rerouting of Capitol Corridor Service 
(South Bay Connect)

Regional Context

The Old Town Newark area is now part of a growing Bay Area and 
located across the Dumbarton Bridge from Silicon Valley.  It is just over 
two miles from the Bridge and Highway 84, and just over one mile from 
Interstate 880.  The growth of Silicon Valley has made the potential for 
a Dumbarton Rail Line crossing to be reinstated and new rail service to 
be considered.  With discussions underway for a new Dumbarton Rail 
Line (see Figure 1-3) and proposed changes to the Capitol Corridor 
service (see Figure 1-4), the neighborhood could effectively become 
even closer to the heart of Silicon Valley through reduced travel times. 
The Old Town neighborhood is well located to capture continued 
demand for housing from existing residents and from workers in Silicon 
Valley looking to locate in an affordable, established neighborhood close 
to employment, restaurants, retail, and other services. 

South Bay Connect Rail Operations Proposal for rerouting Capitol Corridor 
Service away from the Centerville and Oakland/Niles Subdivision Lines that 
connect through Old Town Newark.


