
 
 
 

HISTORIC SITE PRESERVATION BOARD 
STAFF REPORT 

 
DATE: JULY 14, 2015 UNFINISHED BUSINESS 
 
SUBJECT: CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL REQUEST BY THE CITY OF PALM 

SPRINGS REQUESTING APPROVAL OF A 3-PHASED LANDSCAPE 
PLAN AT THE PALM SPRINGS VISITOR’S CENTER, A CLASS 1 
HISTORIC SITE LOCATED AT 2901 NORTH PALM CANYON DRIVE 
(HSPB #33) (ZONE ESA-SP-5A) AND A CATEGORICAL EXEMPTION 
PURSUANT TO CEQA (CASE 3.0635 MAA).   

 
FROM: Department of Planning Services 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 
The Historic Site Preservation Board to review a 3-phased landscape plan for areas 
surrounding the Tramway Gas Station (Palm Springs Visitor Center), a Class 1 Historic 
Site.  HSPB previously reviewed a landscape plan at their April 14, 2015 meeting and 
voted to continue the project with direction to the application as follows: 
 

1. Reflective of the original site “story” (use as a gas station). 
2. Appropriate to scale of the historic architecture. 
3. Simple in its overall design. 
4. That emulates the natural environment, (not contrived). 
5. The approach to the building should be visually open with nothing to impede sight 

lines directly to the canopy. (For example, gravel drive with landscaping on the 
side; not open space cluttered with trees, bushes, shrubs, and rocks). Board 
Member La Voie noted that the plantings should be on the sides of the open 
space and reflective of the sparsely vegetated, rocky open desert behind the 
building. 

 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Approve the certificate of approval 
 
REVISED PLAN 
 
Planning Staff has met several times with the project landscape architect to convey the 
direction of the HSPB.  Significant progress has been made in revising the plan.  
 
Changes to the plan include: 

• The removal of turf area behind building. 
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• Removal of meandering sidewalks. 
• Removal of water feature. 
• Removal of all tall plantings from the front and sides of the canopy that would 

obstruct views. 
• Site mounding to be minimized. 
 

Additions to the new plan include: 
• A new 40’ foot wide curving gravel landscape feature reminiscent of the original 

driveway to be added to the front canopy area reflecting the former building use 
as a gas station.  Gravel area to be ¼ to ¾ inch rock mix of tan colors placed 
over a 4” thick base with a flagstone ledger to demark edges. 

• Simplified pathways along the side and rear of site to allow people to walk 
between the Visitor Center and the Palm Springs entry sign and the rear picnic 
area.  Pathway rock to be 3/8 inch brown rock with flagstone ledger. 

• Plantings have been pulled back from the sides and front of building allowing for 
greater sight lines.   

• Plants clustered around the picnic area to provide shade. 
• Picnic area to be a gently undulating surface constructed of 3/16 inch west coast 

rock within a flagstone boarder.  
• Field areas in Phase 1 to be “Mission Viejo” color small bird’s eye 3/16 inch west 

coast rock. 
• Benches and picnic tables to be manufactured by an American company named 

Patterson-Williams built specifically for municipal use able to withstand the 
elements and daily public use.  

• Benches named “Forge” constructed of a square steel base with 4” x 4” recycled 
plastic planks in a sand color. 

• Picnic tables with steel frame to be cemented into ground with a 4’ x 4’ foot 
square table top and four affixed benches utilizing recycled plastic planks in a 
sand color. 

 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Pursuant to Municipal Code Section 8.05.180, “No person may undertake any of the 
following within or upon a Class 1 historic site without a certificate of approval from the 
historic site preservation board: 
 

(1)     Construction of a new structure; 
(2)     The moving, demolition or alteration of an existing structure in any manner 

which affects the exterior appearance of the structure; 
(3)     A change in land use which affects the exterior appearance of a structure 

or the interior arrangement of public buildings; 
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(4)     The erection, remodeling or replacing of a sign which affects the exterior 
appearance of a structure.” 

 
As noted in item 2, the proposed landscape project is an alteration to the overall 
Tramway Gas Station site and could be considered as an alteration of the exterior 
appearance of the subject Class 1 building and thus a Certificate of Approval from the 
HSPB is required.   
 
 
Related Relevant City Actions by Planning, Fire, Building, etc… 
1965 Building permit issued  
9/8/1998 HSBP recommends Class 1 designation 
1/6/1999 City Council designates property as Class 1 Site – Resolution # 19448 
12/4/2002 City purchases property  
3/23/2015 AAC reviews plans and makes the following recommendations: 

1. Consider plant identification plaques. 
2. Add trees (similar type) to the lawn and shading for seating area. 
3. Existing benches be shown on the plan; with new benches to be 

reviewed by subcommittee. 
4/14/2015 HSPB reviewed landscape proposal and voted 6-1 to continue the discus 

to a date uncertain with the following direction: 
1. Reflective of the original site “story” (use as a gas station). 
2. Appropriate to scale or the historic architecture. 
3. Simple in its overall design. 
4. That emulates the natural environment, (not contrived). 
5. The approach to the building should be visually open with nothing 

to impede sight lines directly to the canopy. (For example, gravel 
drive with landscaping on the side; not open space cluttered with 
trees, bushes, shrubs, and rocks). La Voie noted that the plantings 
should be on the sides of the open space and reflective of the 
sparsely vegetated, rocky open desert behind the building. 

 
Most Recent Ownership 

12/4/2002 City of Palm Springs 
 

Neighborhood Notification 
 Notification is not required 
 

Field Check 
March 2015 Staff visited site to observe existing conditions 
 

Notification 
 Notification is not required 

Details of Application Request 
 

Site Area 
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Net Area 42,253-square feet – Visitor Center Site – Phase 1 Proposal 

121,097-square feet – Surrounding Area – Phase 2 & 3 
 
ANALYSIS:  
 
Surrounding 
Property 

Existing General Plan 
Designations 

Existing Land Use  Existing Zoning 
Designations 

Subject Property SPA (Special Policy Area) Public / Visitor Center ESA-SP-5A 
(Environmental 
Sensitive Area Specific 
Plan, Plan Area 5A) 

North SPA (Special Policy Area) Assisted Living 
Apartments 

CC (Civic Uses) 

South HDR (High Density 
Residential) 

Vacant – Approved 
Project 

R-3 (Multiple Family 
Residential) 

East MDR (Medium Density 
Residential) 

Multi-Family Residential R-3 (Multiple Family 
Residential) 

West SPA (Special Policy Area) Open Space ESA-SP-5 
(Environmental 
Sensitive Area Specific 
Plan, Plan Area 5A) 

 

 
 

Subject Site: Palm Springs Visitor Center – 1901 N. Palm Canyon Dr. 
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HISTORIC SITE: 
 
The Tramway Gas Station serves as a significant landmark, designed by master 
architect Albert Frey, and constructed during 1963-1965.  It exemplifies a post-World 
War II period of architectural history in Palm Springs and is the first building seen by 
visitors entering the City.  Frey intended that the building be designed as a “sign” that 
could be easily read from a moving vehicle driving along North Palm Canyon Drive.   
 
Frey’s exploration of the roof plane as a sculptural element is best seen with the 
Tramway Gas Station.  The roof is a hyperbolic paraboloid and pointed at the terminus 
of the roof, consequently, the majority of the walls are not rectangular.  The roof plane 
spans more than 95 feet over the front of the site and is supported by six steel pipe 
columns.  It is constructed of ribbed galvanized steel panels resting on steel beams.  
The Tramway Gas Station is an excellent and unique example of Albert Frey’s work in 
the International Style of architecture and reflects his response to innovative 
approaches to architecture in Palm Springs as a machine-age modernist.   
 
Improvements were made to the building and grounds when the gas station was 
changed to the Visitor Center from 2003 to 2006.  An amphitheater was constructed 
under the roofline with concrete flatwork and grade difference that allows speakers to 
stand in an elevated position and address an audience sitting.  Minimal landscaping 
was added in conjunction with the amphitheater along with a low perimeter wall at the 
front of the parcel with associated bougainvillea hedge.  
 
The Palm Springs Municipal Code Section 8.05.185 states that a Class 1 Historic 
Structure or Site may not be modified, or altered without first obtaining a Certificate of 
Appropriateness granted by the City Historic Site Preservation Board (HSPB).  Staff has 
determined that the proposed phased landscape project warrants a recommendation by 
the City Architectural Advisory Committee to HSPB. 
 
PROJECTION DESCRIPTION: 
 
The City of Palm Springs is seeking approval for a 3-phased landscape project at the 
Palm Springs Visitor Center as part of the City’s Measure J fund initiative.  
Implementation of the phases will depend on available funding.  The overall project 
includes Phase 1 comprised of the immediate area around the Visitor Center; Phase 2 
is the area surrounding the existing parking lot; and Phase 3 extends west to the Palm 
Springs City entry sign.   
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Review of the proposal against the Historic Preservation Ordinance.  

There are no specific findings required for Certificates of Approval, however, pursuant to 
Municipal Code Section 8.05.190, the Board shall consider the following in reviewing 
and acting upon a certificate of approval application: 
 

(1) The historic value and significance, or the architectural value and 
significance or both, of the structure and its relation to the historic 
value of the surrounding area; 

 
The Tramway Gas Station (Palm Springs Visitor Center) was designated a Class 1 
historic site by the City Council in 1999 and serves as a significant landmark, designed 
by master architect Albert Frey constructed during 1963-1965.  It exemplifies a post-
World War II period of architectural history in Palm Springs and is the first building seen 
by visitors entering the City.  Frey intended that the building be designed as a “sign” that 
could be easily read from a moving vehicle driving along North Palm Canyon Drive.  
The proposed landscape plan with a 40’ wide gravel area meant to look like a gas 
station driveway telling the story of the original buildings and the use of native plants 
arranged so as to not block views of the building will not diminish the architectural value 
or significance of the building. 
 

(2) The relationship of the exterior architectural features of any 
structure to the rest of the structure itself and to the surrounding 
area; 

 
The Tramway Gas Station is an excellent and unique example of Albert Frey’s work in 
the International Style of architecture and reflects his response to innovative 
approaches to architecture in Palm Springs as a machine-age modernist.  The signature 
architectural feature of the building is a hyperbolic paraboloid pointed roof which spans 
more than 95 feet over the front of the site supported by six steel pipe columns.    The 
proposed landscape plan has taken careful consideration in determining the placement 
of plants so as to not block views of the historic building from North Palm Canyon Drive.  
The use of low branching trees planted out of sight lines will protect views of the 
building and mountain. 
 

(3) The general compatibility of exterior design, arrangement, texture 
and material which is proposed by the applicant; 

 
The proposed landscape material with a mix of box and plant sizes commonly found in 
the immediate area will provide a variety of texture and color.  The use of different 
colored gravel and stones as a driveway, pathways, ground cover plus varying sized 
boulders will enhance the overall historic site.  The addition of hardscape elements such 
as benches, picnic tables, and pathways, will enhance the visitors experience by 
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providing access to the surrounding desert, and provide places to sit and rest and view 
the majestic scenery.    
 

(4) Archaeological or ecological significance of the area. 
 
The proposed project does not impact any known archaeological or ecological 
significance of the site.   
 
Staff believes the proposed modifications meet the guidelines for granting a certificate 
of approval by the HSPB.   
 
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
 
The proposed building modification is deemed a Project under the guidelines of the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).  Pursuant to Section 15064.5 
“Determining the Significance of Impacts on Historical and Unique Archeological 
Resources”, the Tramway Gas Station is a “historic resource” under CEQA because it is 
listed in the local register of historic resources (Class 1, HSPB No. 22). 
 
According to CEQA, a project with an effect that may cause a “substantial adverse 
change” in the significance of a historical resource is a project that may have a  
“significant effect” on that resource.  “Substantial adverse change” includes alteration of 
the historic resource such that the significance of the resource would be materially 
impaired.   
 
The proposed landscape project does not affect the historic resource by potentially 
blocking the appearance of the structure.  CEQA allows for a Class 31 Categorical 
Exemption (Historical Resource Restoration / Rehabilitation) for projects involving 
maintenance, repair, stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, conservation 
or reconstruction of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for 
Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic Buildings (1995).   
 
Consistent with the Secretary of the Interior Standards, the proposed plantings will be 
arranged in a manner that preserves views of the building and surrounding mountains. 
The new landscape plan will not obstruct the significant views of the building and does 
not rise to the level of “a substantial adverse change,” nor does it materially impair the 
significance or character-defining elements of the building.  Staff therefore proposes a 
Class 31 Categorical Exemption for the project. 
 
CONCLUSION:   
 
The proposed 3-phased landscape plan utilizing low branching trees, palms, and other 
ground cover plantings along with the placement of a 40’ wide gravel landscape feature 
telling the story of the sites original use as a gas station will enhance the overall visitor 
experience. The placement of hardscape to include pathways, benches, and picnic 
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