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A.  PURPOSE AND APPLICABILITY 

The Land Use Element of the General Plan contains 
goals and policies to ensure that new development is 
compatible with the community and that a distinctive 
image and identity is created. These Retaining Wall 
Guidelines are an outgrowth of those policies.  The 
objective of the Guidelines is to ensure that proposed 
retaining walls are constructed in an aesthetically-
pleasing and high quality manner that fits within the 
character of the community.  

The Guidelines will assist City Staff and the Planning 
Commission in evaluating projects that include 
retaining walls.  The Guidelines and Application 
Submittal Requirements are not intended to apply to 
existing single-family residential properties.  Design 
solutions not listed in the Guidelines that result in a 
better aesthetic image while preserving community 
compatibility are welcome and will be considered. 

The Guidelines are not specifications and should not 
preclude alternatives of equal quality or restrict 
creativity.  Rather, they are intended to be used as a 
resource for the land developer, engineer, and land 
planner to ensure that the design and character of 
proposed retaining walls are appropriate to the 
location in which they are used.   

The Guidelines should be viewed as qualitative rather 
than mandatory development standards and may be 
interpreted with some flexibility, subject to Planning 
Commission approval.  Design Guidelines that utilize 
the term "shall" are to be applied as the preferred 
mechanism for development projects.  Guidelines that 
use the word "should" are discretionary and 
alternative measures may be considered if those 
measures meet or exceed the intent of the 
Guidelines.  

Although these Guidelines have been established, it 
should be well understood that the use of retaining 
walls along the exterior perimeter of a development is 
not encouraged.  A strong preference exists to utilize 
grading measures and manufactured slopes along 
the exterior perimeter of a development. 
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B.  GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

The primary goal of the Retaining Wall Design 
Guidelines is to promote a positive physical image 
and high quality design.  This Goal is supported by 
the following objectives:    

 Ensure that retaining walls are designed to: 

- Minimize visual impacts. 
- Exhibit appropriate scale, mass, form and 

character. 
- Incorporate quality design features. 
- Achieve compatibility with surrounding 

environment. 
- Coordinate with the design of associated 

development. 
- Incorporate provisions for public safety. 
- Provide for long-term maintenance. 

 Promote a balance between the desire of the 
property owner to create developable land with 
the Community's desire for high quality, visually 
harmonious development. 

 Encourage early coordination between project 
proponents and City staff. 

 Facilitate the review and processing of 

development applications by establishing 
submittal requirements for projects that include 
retaining walls. 

C.  GENERAL GUIDELINES 
 
1. WALL HEIGHTS AND SETBACKS 

 Retaining walls should exhibit a height to setback 
relationship that is appropriate to the context and 
setting, and which allows the viewer to not be 
overwhelmed by the wall; and in general, 
consistent with the ratios provided in Table 1. 

 In general, a landscape setback in front of a 
retaining wall should be increased in proportion to 
the height of the wall. 

 The following table provides suggested setbacks 
for a progression of wall heights.  The 
"DISTANCE" should be considered a baseline or 
starting point from which to determine the 
appropriate setback for any particular wall, based 
on the context of the wall and the design features 
incorporated.   
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Table 1  
HEIGHT OF WALL (FT.) DISTANCE (FT.) 

10 10  
15  20  
20  30  
25  40 
30 50 
35 65 

*SEE APPENDIX FOR FORMULA USED TO DERIVE RATIOS AND GRAPHIC REPRESENTATIONS  

 

 

 

2. COMPATIBILITY IN CONTEXT 

Retaining walls should be designed with 
consideration to the following: 

 The perspectives from which the wall may be 
viewed.  

 The time frame generally presented for viewing 
the wall by pedestrians, motorists, etc., and from 
likely (stationary or mobile) vantage points. 

 The color of the wall in relationship to other 
existing and proposed site features, including 
buildings, landscaping and hardscaping. 

 The geometry or shape of the wall and the 
transitions at the top and base of the wall. 

 The solar orientation of the wall and resulting 
shade and shadow lines.  

 The proximity of the wall to the viewer.   
 
Retaining walls should be designed to achieve the 
following: 

 Compatibility with the scale, mass, form and 
character of the proposed project (colors, 
materials, etc.) and the surrounding environment.  
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 In commercial and industrial areas, place 
necessary walls at the rear of sites as opposed to 
on the street side. 

 At corner locations, curve or angle the wall along 
the street frontages to avoid “sharp” corners. 

 
 

 In vehicular-oriented settings where the wall is 
viewed from a distance or when traveling at 
greater speeds, use techniques that help the wall 
blend in with the environment, such as varied 
height, terracing and landscaping. 

 In areas adjacent to natural open space, 
incorporate native landscaping and undulating, 
irregular configurations in an effort to blend the 
wall into the surroundings. 

 
 

 In areas of wildland interface, remedial grading 
should be anticipated beyond the toe of slope.  

 Landscaping within wildland interface areas must 
comply with local fire codes and regulatory 
agency requirements. 
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3. DESIGN  FEATURES 

Retaining walls should include design features to 
soften the wall’s appearance. 

 
 Avoid large expanses of blank, flat wall surfaces. 

 Incorporate offsets, varied setbacks and/or 
curvilinear forms. 

 Long retaining walls should incorporate terracing, 
with sufficient planter width provided between the 
terraces to create a functional planter area for 
trees and shrubs and drainage improvements. 

 
 

 
 When individual walls of varying height are used 

in a terraced configuration, the wall nearest the 
sidewalk, street or other useable space should be 
the shortest. 

 Incorporate a 2:1 slope at the base of the wall in 
order to soften its appearance and create a 
planting opportunity. 
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4. VISUAL INTEREST 
Retaining walls should provide visual interest and 
incorporate quality design features. 

 
 Include design features, such as pilasters, 

decorative caps and color or material changes to 
add visual interest. 

 Walls with exposed faces visible from sidewalks, 
streets, parking lots and other public spaces 
should be designed with aesthetically pleasing 
surfaces, such as split face concrete block, 
natural stone or decorative veneer. 
 
 
 

5. LANDSCAPE CONSIDERATIONS 
Retaining walls should be designed to minimize their 
negative visual impact on the surrounding 
environment through the incorporation of landscape 
elements.                                   

 
 
 Incorporate the use of water efficient landscape 

materials, in accordance with the City’s Municipal 
Code. 

 Carefully evaluate the soil conditions, solar 
orientation and maintenance requirements during 
the design of retaining walls to insure landscape 
material will thrive in perpetuity. 

 Walls should be designed in conjunction with a 
landscape architect and with consideration for 
plant selection, planter widths, slope angles, 
drainage and irrigation. 
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 Provide adequate space at the top and base of 
retaining walls to allow for drainage 
improvements. 

 
 Carefully consider options for irrigation in terms of 

aesthetics and maintenance. 
 

 Provide a landscape area at the top of the wall as 
a transition or buffer to the building pad. 

 
 Incorporate landscape planting areas at the base 

and top of the wall, and in the terraces and off-
sets as applicable. 

 
 Coordinate with the Orange County Fire Authority 

and Resource Agencies to create a suitable 
landscape palette for projects with retaining walls 
proposed in the Wildlife Interface Zones or in 
areas with native vegetation. 

6. SAFETY AND MAINTENANCE 

Retaining walls shall be designed to promote safety 
and to ensure long term maintenance. 

 Incorporate the use of landscaping and 
appropriate plant materials to deter climbing 
where walls are accessible. 

 Where applicable and appropriate, provide a 
safety railing at the top of the wall.  Open fencing 
is encouraged where appropriate, in lieu of a wall 
or solid fence. 

 

 Maintenance responsibility for walls on common 
property or spanning multiple, independently 
owned parcels shall be assured in Covenants, 
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Conditions and Restrictions (CC&R's) or other 
legal document. 

 Provisions shall be made for access to walls 
which incorporate landscaping or otherwise 
necessitate periodic maintenance, including any 
necessary easements over private property. 

 Establish landscape easements over 
subterranean retaining wall geogrids, and require 
minimum setbacks to allow for trees to be planted 
without diminishing the integrity of the geogrid, 
where necessary.   

 Areas with building restrictions related to 
proposed retaining walls shall be clearly identified 
on the project plans and identified in the CC&R’s. 
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D.  APPLICATION SUBMITTAL REQUIREMENTS  

The application submittal requirements listed below 
are intended to apply generally to all retaining walls 
that are proposed in conjunction with new 
development projects.   

The submittal requirements shall include sufficient 
detail and information to allow a non-expert to fully 
evaluate the consistency of the wall(s) with these 
guidelines and to visualize the full scope and design 
of any proposed retaining wall, including the footing.  
Project applicants are encouraged to consult with 
Development Services Department staff regarding the 
applicability of any particular submittal requirement 
prior to formal application submittal. 

 All proposed retaining walls, including locations, 
heights and materials, shall be depicted on each 
applicable sheet of the project plans submitted to 
the City for review and approval.  Wall heights 
shall be noted at changes in wall height, where 
height variations occur, and at regular intervals of 
sufficient frequency to fully describe the proposed 
wall.  Measured wall heights to be noted include 
the full height (from the top of footing to the top of 
wall, the exposed face height, and the height from 
the daylight line to the top of the wall.  Plans shall 
depict property lines and right-of-way lines, and 
shall be stamped and signed by a Civil Engineer 

registered in the State of California.   

 Project plans shall include section drawings at 1:1 
ratio for all proposed walls, such that, at 
minimum, all distinct wall segments are generally 
represented in section view, including retaining 
and non-retaining portions of each wall.  Section 
drawings shall depict existing and proposed 
grades on both sides of the proposed wall to a 
minimum distance equivalent to the height of the 
wall, and beyond the daylight line where retaining 
walls are used in combination with slopes.  Where 
the height of any distinct wall segment varies, 
sections drawings shall represent the tallest 
condition.  A sufficient number of section 
drawings shall be submitted to depict the 
retaining at prominent locations, such as along 
the public street, at the project entry and key 
vantage points viewed by the public. 

 A cut and fill map identifying proposed fill areas 
graphically, with the depths of such areas clearly 
shown in 5-foot maximum contour lines.  
Quantities of each cut and fill area shall be 
specified on the map. 

 A minimum of two photo simulations depicting the 
proposed retaining wall(s) as viewed from 
prominent locations on and off site, without 
landscaping, with newly planted landscaping and 
with mature landscaping of approximately five 
years.  For retaining walls used in combination 
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with landscaping (in front, behind or on the wall), 
photo-simulations shall depict the proposed wall 
with anticipated landscaping at one year and five 
years following construction.  Please consult with 
City staff regarding the vantage points of the 
simulation prior to preparing the exhibits. 

 A detailed soils analysis shall be prepared by a 
registered engineer and submitted in conjunction 
with plans for development projects that include 
retaining walls.  This analysis shall include on-site 
soil sampling at the precise wall location and 
laboratory testing of materials to provide detailed 
recommendations for grading, chemical and fill 
properties, retaining walls, streets, utilities, 
dewatering, protection of adjacent existing 
structures, landscaping, and liquefaction 
requirements.  Said report shall certify that post 
development ground water conditions shall not be 
affected or affect improvements, and provide 
sufficient detail to substantiate and support the 
design concepts represented in the development 
application. 

 Areas with building restrictions related to 
proposed retaining walls shall be clearly identified 
on the project plans and identified in any 
applicable CC&Rs. 

 The basis for determining the type of retaining 
wall(s) proposed for each project/ site shall be 

described in a written narrative submitted with 
each project proposal.  The narrative shall identify 
and discuss factors such as whether the wall will 
retain in a cut or fill slope, soil composition, 
accessibility of the wall for construction and 
maintenance, the use of slopes in combination 
with the wall, the height and rate of grade of any 
slope(s), aesthetics, lateral pressure, surcharge, 
internal and external loads, ground water and 
surface water drainage, climate and solar 
orientation, cost, use of integrated landscaping, 
setbacks at the top and base of the wall, public 
safety and any regulatory specifications. 

 The applicant shall submit a written narrative 
identifying and describing in detail the proposed 
means (e.g., CC&Rs) of ensuring the long-term 
maintenance of retaining walls which traverse 
multiple independently owned parcels, and/or 
walls under common ownership via a property 
owners association. 

 Engineering studies, prepared by a registered 
engineer, demonstrating the appropriateness of 
the proposed wall for the project site, shall be 
submitted concurrent with the project plans.  
Required studies shall, at a minimum, address 
the following: 
- Geotechnical design parameters include seismic 

information and shear strength calculations. 
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- Whether onsite materials will be acceptable for 
backfill between any proposed geogrids, or if soil 
import is needed for wall construction. 

- Recommendations for minimum setbacks from 
proposed walls to proposed structures, based on 
the design parameters of the proposed wall. 

- Recommendations for restrictions on structures 
and improvements, including swimming pools, 
walls/fences and trees, within proximity of 
proposed retaining walls. 

 
E.  STANDARD CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 

 An encroachment permit shall be obtained from 
the Public Works Department for any wall 
adjacent to or within the public right-of-way. 

 All retaining walls and associated landscaping 
shall be maintained in the City-approved 
condition.    

The following conditions of approval shall be applied 
to any project that contains retaining walls which are: 
(a) under common ownership and/or (b) traverse 
multiple, independently-owned parcels: 

 CC&R's shall be submitted to the City for review 
and approval by the Director of Development 
Services, the Director of Public Works/City 
Engineer and the City Attorney, prior to 

recordation.  CC&Rs shall identify the entity (e.g., 
property owners association) responsible and 
liable for the maintenance and repair of all 
common area improvements and shall specify 
those improvements, including but not limited to: 
retaining walls, non-retaining walls, slopes, 
landscaping, irrigation and drainage 
improvements, private streets, driveways, 
walkways, and community facilities.  The CC&R's 
shall identify the mechanism for funding all 
necessary (anticipated and unanticipated) 
maintenance and repairs. 

 A property owner's association shall be formed for 
the purpose of assuming maintenance 
responsibility for retaining walls in all instances 
where retaining walls traverse multiple 
independently owned parcels. 
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APPENDIX 1: TABLE 1 DISTANCE FORMULA 
 
The distances provided in Table 1 were derived based 
on the formula represented in the following graphics.  
The formula is based on the premise that the 
appropriate height to setback relationship generally 
allows for the viewer to see the top of the wall, using 
normal lines of sight from a standing position.   
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



APPENDIX 2 
 
At the June 1, 2010, City Council meeting, City Council directed staff to 
review the following supplemental text, and to advise City Council how the 
language would be interpreted by staff:   
 

"Although these guidelines have been established, it should 
be well understood that the use of retaining walls along the 
exterior perimeter of a development is not encouraged.  A 
strong preference exists to utilize grading measures and 
manufactured slopes along the exterior perimeter of a 
development." (Retaining Wall Design Guidelines – Page 2)  

 
In the context of the Guidelines, staff would interpret the language as 
follows:  

While retaining walls along the exterior perimeter of a project 
are strongly discouraged, they may be permitted on a case by 
case basis, at the discretion of the Planning Commission, if 
they result in a better aesthetic image, preserve community 
compatibility and meet or exceed the intent of the Guidelines.  
Furthermore, although the City maintains a strong preference 
for manufactured slopes over retaining walls, other solutions 
which result in a better design may be considered. 



APPENDIX 3
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