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Physical Context

Regional Setting
The City of Larkspur is located in the eastern urban corridor of Marin County, approximately 12
miles north of San Francisco. The Larkspur Planning Area (see Figure 2) includes the City of
Larkspur, portions of the unincorporated community of Greenbrae, and the San Quentin
Peninsula. The Larkspur Planning Area is bordered on the north by the City of San Rafael, on the
south by the Town of Corte Madera, on the east by the Town of Corte Madera, the San
Francisco Bay, and unincorporated County, and on the west by the unincorporated
communities of Kentfield, Kent Woodlands, the King Mountain Open Space Preserve, and the
Corte Madera Ridge (see Figure 1). The City portion of the Planning Area encompasses
approximately four square miles, and the unincorporated portion comprises approximately
1.13 square miles. Though Marin County has jurisdiction over the unincorporated areas outside
of the City’s legal limits, the City works with the County to make sure projects in the City’s SOI
are compatible with planned City services or policy.
The Larkspur Planning Area lies within the Lower Ross Valley planning area, one of six planning
areas designated by the Marin Countywide Plan that together make up the “city-centered
corridor” along Highway 101 where the County’s dense urban development is focused. The
County’s policy of encouraging compact growth and limiting greenfield and rural development
is consistent with the development patterns advocated by the Association of Bay Area
Governments (ABAG), the Bay Area’s regional planning agency.
City Services
The City of Larkspur is a general purpose government agency that provides many public services
including fire, public works and engineering, recreation and parks, planning and building, and
library services. Several single-purpose districts provide specialized services to the Larkspur
Planning Area, including:
 Water:
 Sewer:
 Schools:



Police:
Flood:

Marin Municipal Water District
Ross Valley Sanitary District, Central Marin Sanitation Agency
Larkspur School District, Tamalpais Union High School District, Kentfield School
District, the San Rafael School District
Twin Cities Police Authority
County of Marin Flood Control District

Larkspur’s Sphere of Influence and Urban Service Area
According to State law, a city's general plan may govern development of "any land outside its
boundaries which in the planning agency's judgment bears relation to its planning." These
adjacent unincorporated lands comprise the City’s Sphere of Influence (SOI), which is
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coterminous with Larkspur’s Planning Area. The Marin County Local Agency Formation
Commission (LAFCO) determines the SOI for each local agency in Marin County. LAFCO is
charged by State law to ensure the orderly and logical development of local government
agencies, discourage urban sprawl, preserve open space and agricultural lands, and ensure that
local government services are provided as efficiently as possible.1
Figure 1.

LAFCO must reevaluate a city’s SOI every five years. In its 2007 review of Larkspur’s SOI (at the
request of the City of Larkspur), LAFCO determined that the unincorporated communities of
Kentfield and Kent Woodlands (bordering the City in the northwest) were “separate and
distinct from the City…with independent sources of service comparable to services provided by
the City.” 2 Based on these and other findings, LAFCO removed those communities from the
City’s SOI. In the past, none of the remaining unincorporated areas of Greenbrae within the
City’s SOI have been interested in annexing to Larkspur, and the County adopted a
Kentfield/Greenbrae Community Plan in 1987 containing community goals and development
policies. Accordingly, the Larkspur General Plan does not address development in the
Greenbrae area included in its SOI.
1
2

California Government Code §56301
Marin LAFCO Resolution 07-05, “Resolution Amending the Sphere of Influence of the City of Larkspur.”
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Figure 2. Larkspur Sphere of Influence (Marin LAFCO, 2007)
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Development Characteristics
Larkspur’s physical development can be generally described as “suburban,” a term which
generally describes low-density residential development bordering a larger urban metropolis.
Suburban development can be characterized by distinctive character, influenced by the time
period when the development occurred. As longtime Larkspur resident James Holmes notes,
“Larkspur can be described as having three distinct suburban ‘characters’," corresponding to
three notable stages of suburban development: "Pre-war" suburban development, from the
time of the City’s settlement to the beginning of the Second World War, mainly occurring near
the modern-day downtown area; "Post-war" suburban development, from the end of the
Second World War to the late 1980’s, mainly occurring north of Corte Madera Creek; and "new"
suburban development, from the late 1980’s into the 21st century, located mainly at Larkspur
Landing.
Redwood Highway (also known as Greenbrae East) 3
Greenbrae east, thirty acres of land lying east of Highway 101 and south of Corte Madera
Creek, is a portion of Greenbrae included in the City’s SOI. The varied land uses in this area
include two mobile home parks (containing approximately 250 sites), a small retail center with
a grocery store (Cost Plus Plaza), industrial uses (ready-mix concrete company, construction
businesses, glass-making), and some service industries (auto repair). The industrial uses are a
product of an earlier stage in Larkspur's history when manufacturing, heavy commercial uses,
and mobile homes developed in central Marin. Today, these diverse uses help to meet an array
of local and regional community needs, and the mobile home parks provide a valuable supply of
affordable housing. In 2010, the Cost Plus Plaza with such retail uses as Cost Plus, Beverages
and More, and Trader Joes (opened in 2009), is another regional draw and has the only full
service grocery store in the Larkspur Planning Area east of Highway 101. In 1989, the City
rezoned portions of the area to a Mobile Home Park district to assist in insuring that the mobile
homes would not be forced out by other uses. These areas are designated Mobile Home Park
on the General Plan Land Use map.
San Quentin Peninsula 4
The San Quentin Peninsula is comprised of 150 acres east of Highway 101 and north of Corte
Madera Creek. In this area are:
•
•
•
•
•
•

3
4

The Marin Country Mart (formerly Larkspur Landing Shopping Center)
Several office complexes
A hotel
Three City parks
Two multi-family complexes: 478 units at Lincoln Village Circle, and 248 Units at Old
Quarry Road (total 726 units).
The Drakes Way affordable housing development: 24 units (completed in 2009).

This section contains excerpts from the 1990 General Plan, Chapter 2: Land Use.
See above.
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•

The Drakes Cove market-rate housing development: 23 units (under construction in
2010).

The concentration of multifamily housing units in close proximity to the ferry terminal
constitutes a valuable supply of transportation-oriented development, a development model
encouraged by the Association of Bay Area Governments. Golden Gate Transit provides several
bus routes servicing the Larkspur Ferry Terminal, including the “Twin Cities Shuttle” that
connects the residential areas of Corte Madera and Larkspur to the Larkspur Landing area.
The Marin Country Mart changed ownership in 2009 and is going through an extensive redesign
process. Its tenants include restaurants, chain and locally-owned retail stores, a gym, and office
space. One of the office buildings in the Larkspur Landing area is built around the historic
Remillard Brick Kiln, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and protected by
Heritage Preservation zoning. Approvals for a project proposing 126 housing units on the parcel
owned by Sanitary District No. 1 were granted in 2007.
The San Quentin Peninsula is also a regional commuter corridor, with easy commuter access to:
• Highway 101, and Highway 580 (via the Richmond/San Rafael Bridge);
• The Larkspur Ferry Terminal (Golden Gate Transit), via several Golden Gate Transit bus
routes or automobile; and
• The San Francisco International Airport via the Marin Airporter.
Additionally, a voter-approved commuter rail system to connect northern Sonoma and Marin
counties with the Larkspur Ferry Terminal (Sonoma Marin Area Rail Transit, or SMART) is
scheduled for completion in 2014, adding another regional transportation hub to the San
Quentin Peninsula. Because of the area’s significant regional and local importance, the San
Quentin Peninsula will likely be a focal point for development and City policy in the updated
General Plan.
Historic Context
Historical Overview 5
Larkspur’s first noted inhabitants were the Coast Miwok Indians, whose territory is thought to
have spanned the northern Bay Area including all or part of the present-day counties of Marin,
Sonoma, and Napa. In Larkspur, archeological evidence shows settlements were built on the
San Quentin Peninsula and in the area between Monte Vista Avenue and the salt marsh at the
edge of the Bay. Spanish settlement began in the 1700’s with the establishment of the
California mission system, whereupon the population of native habitants was decimated. As
part of the Mexican republic, the lands of Larkspur were divided by two Mexican land grants:
Rancho Corte Madera del Presidio, which extended from Point Tiburon to Arroyo Holon
(Larkspur Creek), granted to John Reed in 1834; and Rancho Punta de Quintin (or Quentin),

5

Refer to Larkspur Past and Present (1990) for complete history of Larkspur, available at the Larkspur Library and
in the Planning Department.
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which covered the area between Point San Quentin and western Ross Valley, granted to John
B.R. Cooper in 1840.
American settlers also made their way to the area during this time period, and in 1847 a
government sawmill was built near the current intersection of Magnolia Avenue and Doherty
Drive, from which lumber was shipped across to San Francisco to help build the Presidio. The
town grew to a population of 503 people in 1851. However, the success of the sawmill quickly
brought an end to Larkspur’s lumber industry, as the newly bare hillsides filled the Corte
Madera Creek with silt and rendered it impassable to large lumber barges and steamers.
Residents turned to ranching and dairy farming, and the Remillard Brick Company brickyard was
built on San Quentin Peninsula in 1891. The town was surveyed and split into lots in 1887. A
new North Pacific Coast Railroad Larkspur station brought hundreds of vacationers to the City
during the summer months, who stayed in the City’s resort hotels, summer bungalows, and
camping grounds. The City was incorporated in 1908 with a year-round population of 594, and
remained a popular draw for vacationers from around the Bay Area. With population growth
spurred by the completion of the Golden Gate Bridge in 1937 and the end of the second World
War, Larkspur began to transition into a residential suburban community, which it remains
today.
Table 1. Population Growth 1910-2010
Population
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010

594
612
1,241
1,558
2,905
5,710
10,487
11,604
11,070
12,014
12,200

% Increase
3%
103%
26%
86%
97%
84%
11%
-5%
9%
2%

Source: Larkspur Past and Present (1991); CA Department of Finance (2009)

Community Profile
Population Characteristics
The City’s population increased exponentially until 1970, after which growth slowed
considerably. The population actually dropped slightly in 1990, coinciding with a drop in the
City’s average household size. As a whole, Marin County is one of the slowest growing counties
in the Bay Area with one of the smallest household sizes (second only to San Francisco).
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, Marin‘s population was 247,289 people with an average of
2.34 people per household. Larkspur’s population at that time was 12,014, representing
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approximately five percent of the total County population, with an average household size of
1.95 people.
Significantly, 43 percent of all Larkspur households in 2000 were comprised of people living
alone, and 34 percent of those living alone were over the age of 65.6 These two characteristics
illustrate the predominance of rental housing and the City’s aging population. According to the
2000 Census, renter households in Larkspur are significantly smaller than owner households
(1.65 to 2.21 persons per household). Additionally, the number of household occupants
decreases as children move out and mortality increases. The median age of Larkspur residents
in 2008 was 50 years old, compared to the statewide median age of 34.5. 7 ABAG projects that
approximately half of all Marin County residents will be over the age of 60 by 2035 8.
Accordingly, the City should prepare to provide housing and other services for an increasingly
aging population over the next twenty years.
Household Income and Income Categories
The median household income in Larkspur in 2008 was $82,867, with the majority of
households earning between $100,000 and $250,000.9 This is a significant increase from the
2000 median household income of $66,710, 10 though it remains below the Marin County
median household income of $95,000. 11
Five household income categories are used to analyze the housing needs of households with
different incomes (listed in Table 2; see the City of Larkspur Draft Housing Element for more
detailed discussion of household income categories). According to the 2000 Census, 39.3
percent of all Marin County households were considered low-income households, making 80
percent or less than the area median income. The Census found that 33 percent of all Larkspur
households fall in the low income household categories (in 2000, a family of four earning less
than $58,300; in 2009, less than $90,500). The low income households break down into the
following distribution: 526 households (9 percent of all households) were extremely low income
households; 453 households (7 percent of all households) were very low income; and 1037
households (17 percent of all households) were low income. (See Figure 3 for household
income categories and incomes by household size.)
Table 2. California State Income Limits
Income Category
% Area Median Income (AMI)
Extremely Low
0-30% AMI
Very Low
0-50% AMI
Low
51-80% AMI
Moderate
81%-120% AMI
6

U.S. Census, 2000.
Claritas, 2008; U.S. Census Bureau, 2008.
8
ABAG Projections, 2009.
9
Claritas, 2008.
7

10
11

Claritas 2008; U.S. Census, 2000

State Department of Housing and Community Development, 2009.
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Above Moderate

Above 120% AMI

Source: Section 50093 of the California Health and Safety Code

Population Projections
The Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) is a regional planning agency designated by
the State to plan for the growth of the nine Bay Area counties: Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin,
Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Solano, and Sonoma. According to ABAG
projections, Marin County’s population will grow by approximately 27,000 people (or seven
percent) by 2035, to 274,300 people. Larkspur’s population is projected to increase by 1,186
people (or 10 percent) by 2035, to 13,200 people. ABAG also projects a slight increase in the
City’s average household size over this time period, from 1.95 to 2.12 people per household. 12

12

ABAG Projections, 2009.
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Professionals, double
income, no children
Receptionist, single, no children

Police officer, married, stay at
home spouse, one child

Figure 3. Marin County 2009 Income Limits
Family Size

Extremely Low
30%

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

23,750
27,150
30,550
33,950
36,650
39,400
42,100
44,800

Very Low
50%
39,600
42,250
50,900
56,550
61,050
65,600
70,100
74,650

Low
80%
63,350
72,400
81,450
90,500
97,700
104,950
112,200
119,450

Median
100%
67,750
77,450
87,100
96,800
104,550
112,300
120,050
127,800

Moderate
120%
81,300
92,900
104,550
116,150
125,450
134,750
144,050
153,300

Source: The California State Department of Housing and Community Development (April, 2009)

Elementary school teacher,
single, no children

Draft 2/8/2018
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Childcare instructor,
single, one child
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Figure 3. Larkspur Population Projections:
2000-2035
13,400
13,200
13,000
12,800
12,600
12,400
12,200
12,000
11,800
11,600
11,400
2000

2005

2010

2015

2020

2025

2030

2035

Source: ABAG Projections 2009.

Municipal Revenue Sources
The City collects revenue from a variety of sources to fund the services it provides. By far the
largest source of general fund revenue comes from taxes, which accounted for 81 percent of
the total general fund revenue for the 2008-2009 fiscal year. Property taxes alone account for
57 percent of total revenue. Additional revenue sources include fees for service (including
planning, building, public works, and fire department fees), licenses and permits, and penalties
and fines. General Fund revenues for the 2008-2009 Financial Year are listed in Table 3.
Table 3. Fiscal Year 2008-2009 General Fund Revenue, City of Larkspur
Revenue Source
Dollars (Millions)
% of total revenue
Taxes
Property taxes
7.905
57
Sales/Use taxes
1.525
11
Other taxes
1.795
16
Total:
11.224
81
Licenses and Permits
0.353
3
Penalties and Fines
0.016
0.1
Use of Money and Property
0.042
0.3
Other Agencies
0.085
0.6
Charges/Current Services
0.763
6
Other Revenue
1.315
10
TOTAL GENERAL FUND REVENUE

13.799

100

Source: City of Larkspur,2010.
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Property Tax
All real property (including land and buildings) and tangible personal property are subject to
property taxes. There are a variety of exemptions available for qualifying properties, which
include but are not limited to churches, property owned by disabled veterans, and properties
held for sale or lease 13. The assessed values of all properties in the County are determined by
the County Assessor. The property tax is based on the property’s assessed value, which is
generally the prior year’s assessed value plus a two percent increase to account for inflation.
Since the passage of Proposition 13 in 1978, properties are assessed at their market-rate value
at the time of their purchase. Thus, the only increases in property tax revenues to the City
would result from either the sale of a home or from the two percent annual inflation increase.
Of the property tax collected in California after the 2006-2007 fiscal year, 11 percent went to
local governments, 17 percent to county governments, 19 percent to special districts, and 53
percent to schools.
Property taxes are the largest source of revenue in the City budget, reflecting the City’s largely
residential character and small retail and commercial base.
Sales Tax
Most retail transactions are subject to sales tax, which is currently 9 percent in Marin County.
The base sales tax is established by the State Board of Equalization, and is currently set at 8.25
percent. Voters in cities and counties may approve increases in the local sales tax in order to
fund specific projects. For instance, in 2008 Marin and Sonoma County voters approved a sales
tax increase of one quarter of a percent to help fund the Sonoma-Marin Area Rail Transit
(SMART) project. Marin’s tax rate of 9 percent has the following distribution breakdown: 7.25
percent to the State; 0.75 percent to the City; 0.50 percent to the Transportation Authority of
Marin; 0.25 percent to the local transportation fund; and 0.25 percent to the SMART fund.
Though funds collected from sales tax are considerably less than those collected from property
taxes, sales tax is a significant source of revenue for the City of Larkspur, accounting for
approximately 11 percent of the total revenue generated in the 2008-2009 fiscal year. As the
City is largely residential with small-scale retail stores, it is logical that sales tax would be a
lesser contributor to City revenues. Additionally, sales tax revenue decreases during economic
downturns as people spend less money on retail goods.
Other Taxes
The City collects a smaller amount of revenues from the following taxes:
o Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT): Imposed on hotels to fund City services used by visitors
as well as residents. (Note: TOT has become a difficult tax to collect due to the
prevalence of Internet reservations.)
o Property Transfer Tax: Imposed on transfers of property, including real estate sales.
13

See the State Board of Equalization’s website for complete information about the California tax system:
http://www.boe.ca.gov/
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o Business License Tax: Annual tax paid by those operating a business in the City.
o Cable TV and PG&E Franchise Fees: Charged by the City for the distribution and sales of
public utilities, including power (PG&E) and cable.
o Scavenger Franchise
o Supplemental Tax
o Homeowner’s Exemption Tax
Municipal Expenditures
City expenditures by City department are shown in Figure 4. The Fire Department and Twin
Cities Police Authority together accounted for more than half of City expenditures in the 20082009 fiscal year. Further examination shows that over 75 percent of total expenditures are
attributed to salaries, wages, and benefits (see Table 4).
Table 4. Total Operating Budget 2008-2009 Fiscal Year*
Dollars (Millions)
Salaries, wages, and benefits
9.804
Professional Services
0.868
Miscellaneous
0.768
Maintenance and Supplies
0.584
Materials and Supplies
0.259
Insurance
0.323
Communication and Travel
0.13
Capital Outlay
Special Projects

Percent
75
7
6
4
2
2
1

0.138
0.002

1
0

* Actual expenditure data not available for Twin Cities Police for FY 08-09; FY06-07 data used. These figures are
estimates only.
Please see the approved FY10-11 Budget (Resolution 19/10, adopted June 16,2010) for exact figures.

Figure 4. City Expenditures by Department
Debt Service, 2%
Recreation, 4%
Public Works,
13%

Transfers, 7%

Police Services,
24%

Library, 5%

City Council &
Administration,
12.5%

Planning/
Community
Development,
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Demographics
Current and Projected Employment
The County economy is predominantly white collar, with over half of its residents employed in
professional, management, and financial fields. Many of these residents commute out of the
County into urban and employment centers such as San Francisco and Oakland. The largest
employers within the County are the County government, healthcare facilities including Kaiser
Permanente and Marin General Hospital, the software company Autodesk, and Fireman’s Fund
Insurance.14 Figure 5 shows the distribution of jobs by industry in the Larkspur area as of 2007.

Figure 5. Jobs in Larkspur (2007)
4%

4% 2%

5%
27%
5%

HealthCareand SocialAssistance
Accommodationand Food
Services
Professional,Scientific,and
TechnicalServices
Retail
Real Estate,Rental,andLeasing

5%

Administrativeand Support
OtherServices

12%
20%
16%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2007.

Information
EducationalServices
Arts,Entertainment,and
Recreation

Major employment industries in Larkspur in 2007 included health care and social assistance,
accommodation and food services, professional and technical services, and retail.15 Six percent
of Larkspur businesses are home-based businesses. 16 By 2035, ABAG projects large gains in the
service/retail and manufacturing, wholesale, and transportation industries, which will grow by
30 and 16 percent, respectively. Other industries are projected to grow steadily between five
and six percent.17
ABAG anticipates that employment growth in both Marin County and the City of Larkspur will
significantly outpace population growth over the next twenty years. Between 2005 and 2035,
the number of jobs in the County will increase by 17 percent, or 22,810 jobs, compared to a
14
15

Marin County Community Development Agency, 2009.

U.S. Census Bureau Economic Census, 2007.
City of Larkspur, 2010; based on current business licenses.
17
ABAG Projections, 2009. ABAG industry categories are different from U.S. Census industry categories, which
accounts for differences in statistical calculations between the two agencies.
16
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four percent increase in employed residents. Larkspur will add 790 jobs, an 11 percent increase,
compared to an increase in employed residents of three percent. 18 A large gap between the
number of jobs available and the number of workers living within the County may lead to
increased commuting into the County from other communities over the next twenty years.
Relationships of Jobs to Housing and Employed Persons
Although Larkspur is expected to expand its job base in the next twenty years, many residents
currently, and will continue to, commute elsewhere to work. At the same time, many of the
people who work in Larkspur live in other communities due to high housing costs, limited
housing availability, or other lifestyle choices. In 2007, the County’s median household income
was $83,732, while the median salary for a Marin job was $37,000 (see Table 5 for a summary
of typical wages for Marin County jobs). 19
Table 5. Typical Wages by Occupation (2008)
Occupation
Retail Salesperson
Postal Services Clerk
Paralegal/Legal Assistant
Middle School Teacher
Electrician
Computer Systems Analyst
Dentist

Typical Wages
$26,852
$45,676
$60,758
$62,079
$73,259
$87,373
$141,007

Source: Marin Housing Workbook, 2009

As a residential city, jobs in Larkspur have consistently accounted for less than ten percent of
the County’s job base. Consequently, the City’s jobs-to-housing ratio (which compares the
number of jobs to the number of housing units) has historically been low and currently stands
at 0.83 (less than one job per housing unit). 20 A 1:1 jobs-to-housing ratio is assumed to reduce
commuting, as there would presumably be a job for each head of household within the City
limits.
However, even with a 1:1 ratio of jobs to housing, cities and counties in the Bay Area are
expected to continue to exchange workers regardless of a correlation of the number of
employed residents to total jobs. The proximity of the County to regional job centers San
Francisco, Oakland, and San Jose allows many workers to live in other cities that may fit better
with their budget or lifestyle. According to the Metropolitan Transportation Commission, 44.4
percent of those employed in San Francisco are commuters. 21 Without major shifts in
employment and housing development over the next twenty years, it can be assumed that the
current commute pattern of Larkspur residents and workers will continue.
18

ABAG Projections, 2009. Employed residents based on Larkspur’s former SOI, which included areas of
unincorporated Kentfield and Kent Woodlands until 2007.
19
Marin County Community Development Agency, 2009; State Department of Housing and Community
Development, 2007.
20
ABAG, 2009; State Department of Finance, 2009.
21
City of San Francisco Draft Housing Element, June 2010.
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