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Issue 1:  
Adequate Sites

Objective 1

Identify and make available 
for development adequate 
sites to meet the City’s hous-
ing needs, especially perma-
nently affordable housing.

 
POLICY 1.1

Plan for the full range of housing needs 
in the City and County of San Francisco, 
especially affordable housing.

POLICY 1.2

Focus housing growth and infrastructure-
necessary to support growth according 
to community plans. Complete planning 
underway in key opportunity areas. such 
as Treasure Island, Candlestick Park and 
Hunter’s Point Shipyard..

POLICY 1.3

Work proactively to identify and secure 
opportunity sites for permanently 
affordable housing.

POLICY 1.4

Ensure community based planning 
processes are used to generate changes 
to land use controls.

POLICY 1.5

Consider secondary units in community 
planning processes where there is 
neighborhood support and when other 
neighborhood goals can be achieved, 
especially if that housing is made 
permanently affordable to lower-income 
households.

POLICY 1.6

Consider greater flexibility in number and 
size of units within established building 
envelopes in community based planning 
processes, especially if it can increase the 
number of affordable units in multi-family 
structures.

POLICY 1.7

Consider public health objectives when 
designating and promoting housing 
development sites.

POLICY 1.8

Promote mixed use development, and 
include housing, particularly permanently 
affordable housing, in new commercial, 

institutional or other single use 
development projects.

POLICY 1.9

Require new commercial developments 
and higher educational institutions to 
meet the housing demand they generate, 
particularly the need for affordable housing 
for lower income workers and students.

POLICY 1.10

Support new housing projects, especially 
affordable housing, where households 
can easily rely on public transportation, 
walking and bicycling for the majority of 
daily trips.

Issue 2:  
Conserve and Improve 
Existing Stock

Objective 2

Retain existing housing units, 
and promote safety and main-
tenance standards, without 
jeopardizing affordability.

 
POLICY 2.1

Discourage the demolition of sound 
existing housing, unless the demolition 
results in a net increase in affordable 
housing.

POLICY 2.2

Retain existing housing by controlling the 
merger of residential units, except where a 
merger clearly creates new family housing.

POLICY 2.3

Prevent the removal or reduction of 
housing for parking.

POLICY 2.4

Promote improvements and continued 
maintenance to existing units to ensure 
long term habitation and safety.

POLICY 2.5

Encourage and support the seismic 
retrofitting of the existing housing stock.

POLICY 2.6

Ensure housing supply is not converted 
to de facto commercial use through short-
term rentals. 

Objective 3

Protect the affordability of 
the existing housing stock, 
especially rental units.

 
POLICY 3.1

Preserve rental units, especially rent 
controlled units, to meet the City’s 
affordable housing needs.

POLICY 3.2

Promote voluntary housing acquisition and 
rehabilitation to protect affordability for 
existing occupants.

POLICY 3.3

Maintain balance in affordability of existing 
housing stock by supporting affordable 
moderate ownership opportunities.

POLICY 3.4

Preserve “naturally affordable” housing 
types, such as smaller and older 
ownership units.

POLICY 3.5

Retain permanently affordable residential 
hotels and single room occupancy (SRO) 
units.

Issue 3:  
Equal Housing 
Opportunities

Objective 4

Foster a housing stock that 
meets the needs of all resi-
dents across lifecycles.

 
POLICY 4.1

Develop new housing, and encourage the 
remodeling of existing housing, for families 
with children.

POLICY 4.2

Provide a range of housing options for 
residents with special needs for housing 
support and services.

POLICY 4.3

Create housing for people with disabilities 
and aging adults by including universal 
design principles in new and rehabilitated 
housing units.
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POLICY 4.4

Encourage sufficient and suitable rental 
housing opportunities, emphasizing 
permanently affordable rental units 
wherever possible.

POLICY 4.5

Ensure that new permanently affordable 
housing is located in all of the city’s 
neighborhoods, and encourage integrated 
neighborhoods, with a diversity of unit 
types provided at a range of income levels.

POLICY 4.6

Encourage an equitable distribution of 
growth according to infrastructure and site 
capacity.

POLICY 4.7

Consider environmental justice issues 
when planning for new housing, especially 
affordable housing.

Objective 5

Ensure that all residents 
have equal access to avail-
able units.

 
POLICY 5.1

Ensure all residents of San Francisco have 
equal access to subsidized housing units.

POLICY 5.2

Increase access to housing, particularly 
for households who might not be aware of 
their housing choices.

POLICY 5.3

Prevent housing discrimination, particularly 
against immigrants and households with 
children.

POLICY 5.4

Provide a range of unit types for all 
segments of need, and work to move 
residents between unit types as their 
needs change.

POLICY 5.5

Minimize the hardships of displacement by 
providing essential relocation services.

POLICY 5.6

Offer displaced households the right of first 
refusal to occupy replacement housing 
units that are comparable in size, location, 
cost, and rent control protection.

Objective 6

Reduce homelessness and the 
risk of homelessness.

 
POLICY 6.1

Prioritize permanent housing and service-
enriched solutions while pursuing both 
short- and long-term strategies to eliminate 
homelessness.

POLICY 6.2

Prioritize the highest incidences of 
homelessness, as well as those most in 
need, including families and immigrants.

POLICY 6.3

Aggressively pursue other strategies 
to prevent homelessness and the risk 
of homelessness by addressing its 
contributory factors.

POLICY 6.4

Improve coordination among emergency 
assistance efforts, existing shelter 
programs, and health care outreach 
services.

Issue 4:  
Facilitate Permanently 
Affordable Housing

Objective 7

Secure funding and re-
sources for permanently 
affordable housing, including 
innovative programs that are 
not solely reliant on tradi-
tional mechanisms or capital.

 
POLICY 7.1

Expand the financial resources available 
for permanently affordable housing, 
especially permanent sources.

POLICY 7.2

Strengthen San Francisco’s affordable 
housing efforts by planning and 
advocating at regional, state and federal 
levels.

POLICY 7.3

Recognize the importance of funds for 
operations, maintenance and services 
to the success of affordable housing 
programs.

POLICY 7.4

Facilitate affordable housing development 
through land subsidy programs, such as 
land trusts and land dedication.

POLICY 7.5

Encourage the production of affordable 
housing through process and zoning 
accommodations, and prioritize affordable 
housing in the review and approval 
processes.

POLICY 7.6

Acquire and rehabilitate existing housing 
to maximize effective use of affordable 
housing resources.

POLICY 7.7

Support housing for middle income 
households, especially through programs 
that do not require a direct public subsidy.

POLICY 7.8

Develop, promote, and improve ownership 
models which enable households to 
achieve homeownership within their 
means, such as down-payment assistance, 
and limited equity cooperatives.

Objective 8

Build public and private sec-
tor capacity to support, fa-
cilitate, provide and maintain 
affordable housing.

 
POLICY 8.1

Support the production and management 
of permanently affordable housing.

POLICY 8.2

Encourage employers located within San 
Francisco to work together to develop 
and advocate for housing appropriate for 
employees.

POLICY 8.3

Generate greater public awareness about 
the quality and character of affordable 
housing projects and generate community-
wide support for new affordable housing.

Objective 9

Preserve units subsidized by 
the federal, state or local 
Sources.
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POLICY 9.1

Protect the affordability of units at risk of 
losing subsidies or being converted to 
market rate housing.

POLICY 9.2

Continue prioritization of preservation of 
existing affordable housing as the most 
effective means of providing affordable 
housing.

POLICY 9.3

Maintain and improve the condition of the 
existing supply of public housing, through 
programs such as HOPE SF.

Issue 5:  
Remove Constraints to 
the Construction and 
Rehabilitation of Housing

Objective 10

Ensure a streamlined, yet 
thorough, and transparent 
decision-making process

 
POLICY 10.1

Create certainty in the development 
entitlement process, by providing clear 
community parameters for development 
and consistent application of these 
regulations.

POLICY 10.2

Implement planning process 
improvements to both reduce undue 
project delays and provide clear 
information to support community review.

POLICY 10.3

Use best practices to reduce excessive 
time or redundancy in local application of 
CEQA.

POLICY 10.4

Support state legislation and programs 
that promote environmentally favorable 
projects.

Issue 6:  
Maintain the Unique 
and Diverse Character 
of San Francisco’s 
Neighborhoods

Objective 11

Support and respect the di-
verse and distinct character 
of San Francisco’s neighbor-
hoods.

 
POLICY 11.1

Promote the construction and 
rehabilitation of well-designed housing 
that emphasizes beauty, flexibility, and 
innovative design, and respects existing 
neighborhood character.

POLICY 11.2

Ensure implementation of accepted design 
standards in project approvals.

POLICY 11.3

Ensure growth is accommodated without 
substantially and adversely impacting 
existing residential neighborhood 
character.

POLICY 11.4

Continue to utilize zoning districts which 
conform to a generalized residential land 
use and density plan and the General 
Plan.

POLICY 11.5

Ensure densities in established residential 
areas promote compatibility with prevailing 
neighborhood character.

POLICY 11.6

Foster a sense of community through 
architectural design, using features that 
promote community interaction.

POLICY 11.7

Respect San Francisco’s historic fabric, 
by preserving landmark buildings and 
ensuring consistency with historic districts.	

POLICY 11.8

Consider a neighborhood’s character 
when integrating new uses, and minimize 
disruption caused by expansion of 
institutions into residential areas.

POLICY 11.9

Foster development that strengthens local 
culture sense of place and history.

Issue 7:  
Balance Housing 
Construction and 
Community Infrastructure

Objective 12

Balance housing growth with 
adequate infrastructure that 
serves the City’s growing 
population.

 
POLICY 12.1

Encourage new housing that relies 
on transit use and environmentally 
sustainable patterns of movement.

POLICY 12.2

Consider the proximity of quality of life 
elements, such as open space, child 
care, and neighborhood services, when 
developing new housing units.

POLICY 12.3

Ensure new housing is sustainably 
supported by the City’s public 
infrastructure systems.

Issue 8:  
Prioritizing Sustainable 
Development

Objective 13

Prioritize sustainable devel-
opment in planning for and 
constructing new housing.

 
POLICY 13.1

Support “smart” regional growth that 
locates new housing close to jobs and 
transit.

POLICY 13.2

Work with localities across the region to 
coordinate the production of affordable 
housing region wide according to 
sustainability principles.

POLICY 13.3

Promote sustainable land use patterns that 
integrate housing with transportation in 
order to increase transit, pedestrian, and 
bicycle mode share.

POLICY 13.4

Promote the highest feasible level of 
“green” development in both private and 
municipally-supported housing.
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PART II.  
OBJECTIVES & POLICIES

Please note that this text contains Part 2: Objectives and 
Policies of the Housing Element. Part 1: Data and Needs 
Analysis and Appendix C: Implementation Measures are 
available separately. 



INTRODUCTION

Housing element law mandates that local governments 
adequately plan to meet the existing and projected housing 
needs of all economic segments of the community. The City 
of San Francisco has embraced this requirement as an op-
portunity for a community based vision for San Francisco’s 
future. Part 2 of the Housing Element sets forth objectives, 
policies, and programs to address the housing needs identi-
fied in Part 1. The Housing Element is intended to provide 
the policy background for housing programs and decisions; 
and to provide broad direction towards meeting the City’s 
housing goals. As with other elements of the General Plan, 
it provides the policy framework for future planning deci-
sions, and indicates the next steps the City plans to take to 
implement the Housing Element’s objectives and policies. 
Adoption of the Housing Element does not modify land 
use, specify areas for increased height or density, suggest 
specific controls for individual neighborhoods, and imple-
ment changes to the Zoning Map or Planning Code, nor 
does it direct funding for housing development. Any such 
changes would require significant community and related 
legislative processes, as well as review and public hearings 
before the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors.

Why is Housing an Issue?

San Francisco’s population continues to grow; now with 
over 808,000 residents. As a hub for the region, San Fran-
cisco hosts a significant proportion of the Bay Area’s jobs, as 
well as the core of local transportation infrastructure. De-
spite the recent economic impacts of the crash of dot-com 
ventures and 2008 recession, industries in San Francisco 
are continuously growing, particularly in the categories of 
professional, managerial, health and educational services. 
With new employment opportunities comes the increased 
demand for a variety of housing types.

Affordable housing is the most salient housing issue in San 
Francisco and the Bay Area. ABAG projects that at least 
38% of new housing demands will be from low income 
households (households earning under 80% of area median 
income), and another 19% affordable from households of 
moderate means (earning between 80 and 120% of area 
median income). The policies and programs offer strategies 
to address these specific housing demands. 

Based on the growing population, and smart growth goals 
of providing housing in central areas like San Francisco, 

San Francisco General Plan

2



near jobs and transit, the State Department of Housing 
and Community Development (HCD), with the Associa-
tion of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), estimates that San 
Francisco must plan for the capacity for roughly 29,000 
new units, 60% of which should be suitable for housing 
for the extremely low, very low, low and moderate income 
households, in the next Housing Element period to meet 
its share of the region’s projected housing demand. Because 
San Francisco also shares these state and regional objectives 
to increase the supply of housing, improve the regional 
jobs-housing balance, protect the environment, and pro-
mote a more efficient development pattern, this Housing 
Element works to meet those targets.

The City’s Housing Values 

In developing the 2014 Housing Element Update, the City 
worked closely across agencies and broadly with San Fran-
cisco neighborhoods, community organization members, 
housing advocates, and elected officials. 

1.	 Prioritize permanently affordable housing. Across 
the city, participants acknowledged that the cost of 
housing in San Francisco was an issue affecting ev-
eryone, from working families to the very poor. Thus 
the Housing Element focuses on creating the right 
type of housing, to meet the financial, physical and 
spatial needs of all of our residents who cannot afford 
market-rate housing. This requires not only creating 
new housing, but addressing the numerous housing 
types needed for San Francisco’s diverse population, 
and preserving and maintaining the existing housing 
stock, which provides some of the city’s most afford-
able units.

2.	 Recognize and preserve neighborhood character. 
Residents of San Francisco, from its wealthiest neigh-
borhoods to its lower income areas, prioritized their 
own neighborhoods’ physical and cultural character. 
Therefore the Housing Element recognizes that any 
plans for housing, from individual projects to com-
munity plans, need to acknowledge the unique needs 
of individual neighborhood which they are located. 
No individual strategies proposed in this Housing 
Element are appropriate universally; each needs to be 
considered within the neighborhood context. By us-
ing community planning processes that are driven by 
the input of the community itself, the City can ensure 
that the best qualities of neighborhoods are not only 
maintained, but strengthened.

3.	 Integrate planning of housing, jobs, transportation 
and infrastructure. Participants stressed that housing 
does not occur in a vacuum- that successful housing 
must be considered as a part of a whole neighborhood, 
one that includes public infrastructure such as transit, 
open space and community facilities, and privately 
provided infrastructure such as retail and neighbor-
hood services. As one considers the needs of various 
household types, steps must be taken to encourage 
amenities required by families, such as child care, 
schools, libraries, parks and other services.

4.	 Cultivate the city as a sustainable model of devel-
opment. The city’s residents recognized the City’s 
social, practical and legislative responsibility to address 
housing needs from both the local and the regional 
perspective, given San Francisco’s role as a job center 
and a transit nexus. Thus, the Housing Element pri-
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oritizes increasing transit availability and accessibility, 
and prioritizing housing development where transit 
and other mode options are improved, to reduce the 
impacts of greenhouse gas emissions. It promotes 
“green” development in both new and reconstruction. 
It does not, however, promote growth at all costs: the 
Housing Element recognizes that a truly sustainable 
San Francisco balances housing production with other 
major values discussed above, in the context of afford-
ability needs, infrastructure provision, and neighbor-
hood culture and character.

Challenges Ahead: Balancing Goals 
with Resources and Realities 

In an effort to plan for and respond to growing housing 
demands, the Planning Department has engaged several 
neighborhoods in specific community planning efforts. 
Three large developments - Treasure Island, Parkmerced 
and Hunters Point/Candlestick Point (Phase I & II) - 
received entitlements through Development Agreements, 
approved by the City in 2010 and 2011. Together, they 
are expected to produce up to 26,000 units, up to 6,300 of 
which will be affordable, over the next several years.

Implementation of these plans, both on the housing and 
infrastructure side still requires significant planning and 
support. The City has made strides in developing new 
housing to serve its growing population - about 18,080 
new housing units were added to the city’s housing stock 
since 2007 and housing was produced at an average rate of 
637 units per year (2004-2013), an all-time high. How-
ever, housing affordability continues to be a major policy 
issue. Between 2007 and the third quarter of 2014, San 
Francisco achieved only 44% of its housing goals for low 
income production, and a total of 35% of all affordable 
housing production of the RHNA targets. 

To address housing affordability, Mayor Ed Lee convened a 
Housing Working Group in December of 2013. This task 
force is comprised of City agencies and key stakeholders. 
The working group produced final recommendations in 
December of 2014. The report addresses many of the chal-
lenges facing affordable housing production, financing and 
provides next steps that are consistent with the Housing El-
ement policy framework, including the density bonus and 
small sites programs, and updates to the City’s inclusionary 
housing program.  

This Housing Element addresses residential development 
during a period of recovery from the crash of the dot-com 
ventures and 2008 recession. Working within this context, 
the Housing Element stresses stabilization strategies. 

Ongoing context specific strategies include:

•• Small-site acquisition and rehabilitation, where the 
City takes an active role in securing and stabilizing 
existing units as permanently affordable housing.

•• Owner-initiated rehabilitation, where the City sup-
ports- financially or otherwise – owner or landlord 
initiated improvements to existing housing, par-
ticularly at-risk rental units.

•• Project partnerships, fostering relationships be-
tween affordable and market rate developers on 
new sites, or on projects which may have stalled, to 
expand affordable housing opportunities. 

•• Providing assistance in foreclosures, including as-
sistance to existing homeowners and working to 
secure foreclosed units as affordable opportunities. 

There are adequate sites to meet projected housing needs, 
and the policies of this Housing Element support further 
housing development. However, realizing the City’s hous-
ing targets requires tremendous public and private financ-
ing - given the state and local economy and private finance 
conditions is not likely to be available during the period of 
this Housing Element.

For the City is to be truly successful in achieving the 
type and amount of housing targeted by the RHNAs 
and mandated by local and regional sustainability goals, 
a full partnership with the state and the region is required. 
Funding at the state and regional levels need to continue 
to consider – and prioritize - San Francisco’s share of the 
statewide housing, particularly its affordability challenges, 
when allocating funding for affordable housing and for 
public infrastructure. Only through this partnership, and 
if infrastructure and housing funding priorities are coor-
dinated with regional growth objectives, can the City truly 
move towards these housing production targets.

San Francisco General Plan
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Acknowledging Tradeoffs

The Housing Element is intended to be an integrated, 
internally consistent and compatible statement of policies 
for housing in San Francisco, based upon the goals of the 
citizens of the city. However, many of these goals have a 
natural tension between them. For example, the relation-
ship between market rate and affordable housing can often 
seem competitive, even oppositional. Yet increased levels of 
affordable housing cannot be achieved without the private 
development sector, which brings significant funding to-
wards affordable housing and its needed services through 
tax revenues, inclusionary requirements and other fees. In 
balancing this relationship, the City needs to consider how 
all types of housing contribute to overall goals.

Another tension exists between the demand for more hous-
ing in San Francisco and the impact – real or perceived 
– that new development can have on neighborhoods. To 
meet local and regional sustainability goals, more housing 
and greater density is required, but growth needs to be 
shaped so that it does not occur at the expense of valued 
San Francisco neighborhood qualities. Community plans 
balance these factors to increase housing equitably while 
still preserving what people love about their neighbor-
hoods.

Another major issue to balance is the relationship between 
housing and infrastructure. The City’s goal is to locate 
housing in areas that already have access to infrastructure 
and services, many sites large enough for affordable hous-
ing are often found in transitioning areas that require ad-
ditional infrastructure. The City needs to seek equilibrium 
for housing opportunities by prioritizing increased infra-
structure or services to these transitioning areas.

The purpose of this Housing Element is not to resolve all of 
those tensions, but to provide a framework the City can use 
to highlight concerns that should be balanced by decision 
makers, to achieve the City’s stated housing goals.

The Document

The objectives and policies that follow are intended to 
address the State’s objectives and the City’s most pressing 
housing issues: identifying adequate housing sites, con-
serving and improving existing housing, providing equal 
housing opportunities, facilitating permanently affordable 
housing, removing government constraints to the con-
struction and rehabilitation of housing, maintaining the 
unique and diverse character of San Francisco’s neighbor-
hoods, balancing housing construction with community 
infrastructure, and sustainability. Each set of objectives 
and related policies is accompanied by implementing pro-
grams - a detailed schedule of actions that will implement 
the housing element, including timelines, steps, projected 
outcomes and entities responsible for each action. Also, 
each set of objectives and policies is followed by a series of 
strategies for further review - ideas which were raised over 
the course of the Housing Element development and out-
reach, which require further examination, and potentially 
long-term study, before they can be directly implemented. 
These strategies will be examined in more detail with the 
appropriate agencies over the course of the draft Housing 
Element’s review, to determine if such strategies are pos-
sible and can be pursued as implementation programs.
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Objective 1

Identify and make available for 
development adequate sites to meet 
the City’s housing needs, especially 
permanently affordable housing.

Housing demand in San Francisco continues to be strong 
across booms and busts in the economy. Families continue 
to grow, life expectancy has increased, and more people 
seek to live closer to where they work. The need for hous-
ing comes from households of all income levels.

In an effort to manage the regional growth and accommo-
date projected housing needs throughout the Bay Area, the 
Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) allocates a 
number of housing units at various income levels to each 
community in the region based on projected job growth. 
ABAG has allocated about 29,000 new housing units in 
City and County of San Francisco through the year 2022, 
with over 57% of those units required to be affordable to 
households of moderate income (defined as 120% of Area 
Median Income) or below.

Reaching these ABAG goals will require the implementa-
tion of a number of strategies, including planning and con-
structing new permanently affordable housing, for which 
land must be identified. Housing sites must be considered 
carefully in order to make the most of a limited land sup-
ply while ensuring that new housing is in keeping with 
existing neighborhood character. Specific criteria should 
be considered when planning for, and securing, sites for 
housing. To enable easy access and movement throughout 
the city, housing should be located close to transit, and 
to other necessary public infrastructure such as schools, 
parks and open space, as well as quasi-public or privately 
provided services such as child care and health facilities. 
To enable access to retail and services, new housing should 
be located throughout the city in a mixed-use fashion. To 
ensure the health of residents, housing should be located 
away from concentrations of health-impacting land uses. 
New housing is not the only answer to addressing housing 
needs in San Francisco. Other strategies, such as retention 
of existing units, and making existing units permanently 
affordable, as discussed in Objectives 2 and 3 , enable the 
City to meet many of its housing affordability goals.

POLICY 1.1

Plan for the full range of housing needs in the City 
and County of San Francisco, especially affordable 
housing.

San Franciscans are a diverse population, with a diverse set 
of housing needs. Future housing policy and planning ef-
forts must take into account the diverse needs for housing. 
The RHNA projections indicate housing goals for vari-
ous income levels, these provide basic planning goals for 
housing affordability. San Francisco’s housing policies and 
programs should provide strategies that promote housing 
at each income level, and furthermore identify sub-groups, 
such as middle income and extremely low income house-
holds that require specific housing policy. In addition to 

Issue 1:  
Adequate Sites
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planning for affordability, the City should plan for housing 
that serves a variety of household types and sizes.

POLICY 1.2

Focus housing growth and infrastructure-necessary 
to support growth according to community plans. 
Complete planning underway in key opportunity 
areas.

In order to increase the supply and affordability of housing, 
the City has engaged in significant planning for housing 
through Area Plans (portions of the General Plan which 
focus on a particular part of the city), Redevelopment 
Plans (community revitalization plans authorized and 
organized under the provisions of the former California 
Community Redevelopment Law), and major develop-
ment projects created in partnership with private sponsors. 
Recently adopted community plans include Balboa Park, 
Glen Park, Market and Octavia, Japantown, Rincon Hill 
and the Central Waterfront neighborhoods; the Eastern 
Neighborhoods program including the Mission, South of 
Market, Showplace Square and Potrero Hill; Candlestick, 
and Hunters Point Shipyard; and former Redevelopment 
Areas including Visitacion Valley/Schlage Lock and the 
Transit Center District Plan. Other adopted major projects 
in the city include Treasure Island and Parkmerced.

Plans and projects underway include Central SoMa, 4th 
and King Railyard site, and smaller community planning 
efforts. Other major projects in development with the city 
include Treasure Island, Parkmerced and the Transbay 
Transit Center. These ongoing community planning ef-
forts should continue. These projects could result in a 
community accepted housing vision for the neighborhood, 
related zoning changes and neighborhood specific design 
guidelines that will encourage housing development in 
appropriate locations.

Together, these planning efforts could provide capacity 
for significantly more than the 29,000 units allocated for 
this planning period (2014-2022). However these plans 
will require significant investment in infrastructure and 
supporting services in order to support this growth. Each 
adopted plan contains related programs for affordable 
housing (directing the mix of housing types, tenures and af-
fordability needs), infrastructure and community services, 
they also contain design guidelines and community review 
procedures. The City should prioritize public investment 

in these plan areas, according to each plan’s infrastructure 
and community improvement program. These plans will 
also require diligence in their application: each plan con-
tains numerous policies and principles intended to ensure 
neighborhood consistency and compatibility, and it is up to 
Planning Department staff and the Planning Commission 
to uphold those principles in project review and approvals.
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Plan Area / Major Project Estimated New Housing 
Construction Potential*

Balboa Park Area Plan 1,800

Market/Octavia Area Plan 6,000

Central Waterfront Area Plan 2,000

Mission Area Plan 1,700

East SOMA Area Plan 2,900

Showplace Square/Potrero Hill Area 
Plan

3,200

Rincon Hill Area Plan 4,100

Visitacion Valley Redevelopment Plan 1,680

Transbay Redevelopment Plan 1,350

Mission Bay Redevelopment Plan 6,090

Hunters Point Shipyard/ Candlestick 
Point

10,500

Total Adopted Plans & Projects: 41,320

Executive Park 1,600

Glen Park 100

Parkmerced 5,600

Transit Center District 1,200

West SOMA 2,700

Treasure Island 8,000

Total Plans & Projects Underway: 28,844

TOTAL 70,164

* From individual NOP and EIR, rounded

POLICY 1.3

Work proactively to identify and secure opportunity 
sites for permanently affordable housing.

The City should aggressively pursue opportunity sites for 
permanently affordable housing development.  

Publicly-owned land offers unique opportunity for devel-
opment of affordable housing. The City should regularly 
review its inventory of surplus, vacant or underused public 
property, through an annual reporting process that pro-
vides such information to the Mayor’s Office of Housing. 
Public property no longer needed for current or foreseeable 
future public operations, such as public offices, schools or 
utilities should be considered for sale or lease for develop-
ment of permanently affordable housing. The City should 
ensure that future land needs for transit, schools and other 
services will be considered before public land is repurposed 

to support affordable housing. Where sites are not appro-
priate for affordable housing, revenue generated from sale 
of surplus lands should continue to be channeled into the 
City’s Affordable Housing Fund under the San Francisco 
Administrative Code Sections 23A.9 - 11.

The City’s land-holding agencies should also look for cre-
ative opportunities to partner with affordable housing de-
velopers. This may include identifying buildings where air 
rights may be made available for housing without interfer-
ing with their current public use; sites where housing could 
be located over public parking, transit facilities or water 
storage facilities; or reconstruction opportunities where 
public uses could be rebuilt as part of a joint-use affordable 
housing project. Agencies should also look for opportuni-
ties where public facilities could be relocated to other, more 
appropriate sites, thereby making such sites available for 
housing development. For example, certain Muni fleet 
storage sites located in dense mixed-use or residential areas 
could be relocated, thereby allowing in-fill mixed use or 
residential development. The City should proactively seek 
sites for affordable housing development by buying devel-
opments that are no longer moving towards completion. 
This may include properties that have received some or 
all City land use entitlements, properties that have begun 
construction but cannot continue , or properties that have 
completed construction, but whose owners must sell.

POLICY 1.4

Ensure community based planning processes are 
used to generate changes to land use controls.

Community plans are an opportunity for neighborhoods 
to work with the City to develop a strategic plan for their 
future, including housing, services and amenities. Such 
plans can be used to target growth strategically to increase 
infill development in locations close to transit and other 
needed services, as appropriate. Community plans also 
develop or update neighborhood specific design guide-
lines, infrastructure plans, and historic resources surveys, 
as appropriate. As noted above, in recent years the City has 
undertaken significant community based planning efforts 
to accommodate projected growth. Zoning changes that 
involve several parcels or blocks should always involve sig-
nificant community outreach. Additionally zoning changes 
that involve several blocks should always be made as part of 
a community based planning process.
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Any new community based planning processes should 
be initiated in partnership with the neighborhood, and 
involve the full range of City stakeholders. The process 
should be initiated by the Board of Supervisors, with the 
support of the District Supervisor, through their adoption 
of the Planning Department’s or other overseeing agency’s 
work program; and the scope of the process should be ap-
proved by the Planning Commission. To assure that the 
Planning Department, and other agencies involved in land 
use approvals conduct adequate community outreach, any 
changes to land use policies and controls that result from the 
community planning process may be proposed only after 
an open and publicly noticed process, after review of a draft 
plan and environmental review, and with comprehensive 
opportunity for community input. Proposed changes must 
be approved by the Planning Commission and Board of 
Supervisors at a duly noticed public hearing. Additionally, 
the Department’s Work Program allows citizens to know 
what areas are proposed for community planning. The 
Planning Department should use the Work Program as a 
vehicle to inform the public about all of its activities, and 
should publish and post the Work Program to its webpage, 
and make it available for review at the Department.

POLICY 1.5

Consider secondary units in community planning 
processes where there is neighborhood support and 
when other neighborhood goals can be achieved, 
especially if that housing is made permanently 
affordable to lower-income households.

Secondary units (in-law” or “granny units”) are smaller 
dwelling units within a structure containing another much 
larger unit(s), frequently in basements, using space that is 
surplus to the primary dwelling. Secondary units represent 
a simple and cost-effective method of expanding the hous-
ing supply. Such units could be developed to meet the 
needs of seniors, people with disabilities and others who, 
because of modest incomes or lifestyles, prefer or need 
small units at relatively low rents.

Within a community planning process, the City may ex-
plore where secondary units can occur without adversely 
affecting the exterior appearance of the building, or in the 
case of new construction, where they can be accommo-
dated within the permitted building envelope. The process 
may also examine further enhancing the existing amnesty 
program where existing secondary units can be legalized. 

Such enhancements would allow building owners to in-
crease their safety and habitability of their units. Secondary 
units should be limited in size to control their impact.

POLICY 1.6

Consider greater flexibility in number and size 
of units within established building envelopes in 
community based planning processes, especially 
if it can increase the number of affordable units in 
multi-family structures.

In San Francisco, housing density standards have tradi-
tionally been set in terms of numbers of dwelling units in 
proportion to the size of the building lot. For example, in 
an RM-1 district, one dwelling unit is permitted for each 
800 square feet of lot area. This limitation generally applies 
regardless of the size of the unit and the number of people 
likely to occupy it. Thus a small studio and a large four-
bedroom apartment both count as a single unit. Setting 
density standards encourages larger units and is particularly 
tailored for lower density neighborhoods consisting pri-
marily of one- or two-family dwellings. However, in some 
areas which consist mostly of taller apartments and which 
are well served by transit, the volume of the building rather 
than number of units might more appropriately control 
the density. 

Within a community based planning process, the City 
may consider using the building envelope, as established 
by height, bulk, set back, parking and other Code require-
ments, to regulate the maximum residential square footage, 
rather than density controls that are not consistent with ex-
isting patterns. In setting allowable residential densities in 
established neighborhoods, consideration should be given 
to the prevailing building type in the surrounding area 
so that new development does not detract from existing 
character. In some areas, such as RH-1 and RH-2, existing 
height and bulk patterns should be maintained to protect 
neighborhood character.

POLICY 1.7

Consider public health objectives when designating 
and promoting housing development sites.

A healthy neighborhood has a balance of housing and the 
amenities needed by residents at a neighborhood level, such 
as neighborhood serving retail, particularly stores offering 
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fresh produce, childcare and medical services. Community 
planning efforts should include requirements, incentives or 
bonuses to encourage necessary amenities as appropriate.

Land use and transportation planning decisions are directly 
related to environmental health and justice issues in San 
Francisco. For example, SFDPH environmental health 
inspectors frequently observe that families live in buildings 
that cause a variety of health outcomes such as asthma and 
lead poisoning. Understanding the impacts of past uses on 
the soil, the proximity to currently operating heavy indus-
trial uses, and the surrounding air quality are critical when 
developing housing.

In 2007 the San Francisco Department of Public Health 
completed the Healthy Development Measure Tool 
(HDMT), a system to evaluate health impacts of new de-
velopment. The HDMT proposes a checklist for evaluating 
a range of project types from smaller housing developments 
to neighborhood wide community plans. The HDMT cov-
ers six topics: environmental stewardship, sustainable and 
safe transportation, public infrastructure (access to goods 
and services), social cohesion, adequate and healthy hous-
ing, and a healthy economy, with over 100 benchmarks 
in total. The level of analysis the tool provides can be very 
useful in developing housing policy and programs for 
a large area, as it can aide in identifying gaps in services 
and amenities to be addressed at a policy level. Because of 
HDMT tool’s breadth, it is important that it be used in the 
appropriate context. Therefore the HDMT should be used 
to provide a general review of overall context, particularly 
in the development of community plans. Currently the San 
Francisco Department of Public Health is updating the 
HDMT- now called the Sustainable Communities Index- 
to refine and create new indicators as appropriate.

POLICY 1.8

Promote mixed use development, and include 
housing, particularly permanently affordable 
housing, in new commercial, institutional or other 
single use development projects.

San Francisco has a strong tradition of mixed-use neigh-
borhoods, allowing residents to take advantage of the city’s 
rich mix of services and amenities on foot and by transit. 
Mixed-use buildings in San Francisco allow residents to 
live above street-front commercial space, services or insti-
tutional uses. Housing should continue to be considered as 

a joint use with all compatible non-residential uses. While 
separation of some uses will always be required to protect 
public health, the majority of the city’s non-residential 
uses, such as retail, services and workplaces, are compatible 
with, and can be improved by, the inclusion of housing. 

POLICY 1.9

Require new commercial developments and higher 
educational institutions to meet the housing demand 
they generate, particularly the need for affordable 
housing for lower income workers and students.

New commercial or other non-residential development 
projects increase the city’s employment base, thereby in-
creasing the demand for housing. Similarly, institutions of 
higher education provide needed services and contribute 
to the intellectual and cultural life of the city, while at the 
same time create a demand for housing by students, which 
can pressure on existing housing stock.

The City’s Jobs-Housing Linkage Program, which collects 
fees for affordable housing production from commer-
cial developments, should continue to be enforced and 
monitored. Higher educational institutions should assist 
in the provision of additional housing, including afford-
able housing, as well. The City should use the institutional 
master plan (IMP) process required by the City’s Planning 
Code to encourage institutions to provide housing, should 
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support new construction of student housing that could 
reduce pressure on the existing housing stock, and should 
consider incentives for student housing development.

POLICY 1.10

Support new housing projects, especially affordable 
housing, where households can easily rely on public 
transportation, walking and bicycling for the majority 
of daily trips.

San Francisco enjoys an extensive network of transit lines, 
including a number of major transit lines that provide 
nearby residents with the opportunity to move about the 
city without need of a car. Because of proximity to transit 
and bicycle networks, neighborhood serving businesses 
and job centers, some 29% of the city’s households do not 
own cars and 33% of San Franciscans take public transit 
to work, with higher rates for households in transit-rich 
areas. Infill housing in transit-rich areas can provide lower 
income households, affordable unsubsidized housing op-
portunities. Housing with easy access to transit facilitates 
the City’s efforts to implement the City’s Transit First 
policy. Additionally housing near transit can provide site-
efficient and cost effective housing.

In reviewing reliance on public transportation, it is impor-
tant to distinguish areas that are “transit-rich,” and located 
along major transit lines, from those that are simply served 
by transit. For the purposes of this Housing Element, “ma-
jor transit lines” are defined as those that have significant 
ridership and comprehensive service – meaning almost 
24-hour service with minimal headways. This network of 
major transit lines includes BART’s heavy rail lines, MUNI 
Metro’s light rail system including the F, J, K, L, M and N 
lines, and Muni’s major arterial, high-ridership, frequent 
service local network lines. These lines are defined and 
prioritized in Muni’s Transit Effectiveness Project (TEP) 
as the “Rapid Network.” The Department should support 
housing projects along these major transit lines provided 
they are consistent with current zoning and design guide-
lines.

San Francisco General Plan

12



Objective 2

Retain existing housing units, and 
promote safety and maintenance 
standards, without jeopardizing 
affordability.

The majority of San Francisco’s housing stock is over 60 
years old – it is an important cultural and housing asset 
that the City must protect for future generations. Nearly 
all of San Francisco households will make their home in 
existing housing – RHNA goals for new housing represent 
less than one percent of the existing housing stock. There-
fore, conserving and improving the existing stock is critical 
to San Francisco’s long term housing strategy. Retaining 
existing housing reduces the needs for resources to build 
new housing. Policies and programs under this objective 
facilitate conservation and improvement of the variety of 
unit types physical conditions. 

Housing maintenance includes routine maintenance, ma-
jor repair projects, and preventive care – especially seismic 
work. The health of the existing housing stock requires that 
all types of maintenance be pursued to the extent possible, 
while not overburdening low-income groups. The seismic 
sustainability of the existing stock is of particular local 
concern.

POLICY 2.1

Discourage the demolition of sound existing 
housing, unless the demolition results in a net 
increase in affordable housing.

Demolition of existing housing often results in the loss of 
lower-cost rental housing units. Even if the existing hous-
ing is replaced, the new units are generally more costly. 
Demolition can result in displacement of residents, causing 
personal hardship and need to relocate. Older housing stock 
should only be considered for demolition and replacement 

when the resulting project results in a significant increase 
in unit affordability.

There are environmental and natural resources consid-
erations when demolishing housing stock that is physi-
cally sound. Therefore, a determination of ‘sound housing’ 
should be based on physical condition, not economic value. 
San Francisco’s Planning Code and Planning Commission 
guidelines require public hearing and deliberation for 
demolition of units, discourage the demolition of sound 
housing stock, especially historically significant structures, 
and require that replacement projects be entitled before 
demolition permits are issued. The City should continue 
these policies.

POLICY 2.2

Retain existing housing by controlling the merger 
of residential units, except where a merger clearly 
creates new family housing.

San Francisco is vulnerable to both subdivisions and unit 
mergers in response to short term market trends. The City 
must protect the existing units and their relative afford-
ability while recognizing the need for some flexibility to 
support family housing. Merging of two units, especially 
small units, can allow a family to grow without leaving 
their community. Yet mergers also result in a net loss of 
housing units in the city, where the resulting unit is often 
less affordable, thus amplifying both problems of hous-
ing supply and affordability. All proposals to merge units 
should be carefully considered within the local context and 
housing trends to assure that the resulting unit responds to 
identified housing needs, rather than creating fewer, larger 
and more expensive units.

Issue 2: 
Conserve and Improve Existing Stock
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POLICY 2.3

Prevent the removal or reduction of housing for 
parking.

Maintaining existing space in buildings that is dedicated 
to housing reduces the need for the production of new 
housing to support existing and future households. The 
more habitable space in a structure, the greater the abil-
ity of the structure to adapt to a variety of lifecycles, and 
the more flexibility provided for the growth of families. 
Space currently dedicated to housing people should not 
be converted into parking. Furthermore, the City should 
encourage the conversion of ground floor space to housing, 
provided such a conversion does not impact the long term 
seismic sustainability of the existing structure.

POLICY 2.4

Promote improvements and continued maintenance 
to existing units to ensure long term habitation and 
safety.

As the city’s housing stock ages, maintenance becomes 
increasingly important. The majority of San Francisco 
housing is more than 60 years old. Property owners should 
be encouraged and supported in efforts to maintain 
and improve the physical condition of housing units. 
Maintenance is generally the responsibility of property 
owners, with the City enforcing appropriate seismic and 
safety standards. But in some circumstances such as low 
income homeowners, senior homeowners, or neglected or 
abandoned property, the City should take a more active 

role through funding and programs in order to facilitate 
maintenance and improvements and ensure the long term 
habitability of the housing stock.

Although code enforcement should be actively pursued, 
flexibility should be granted to low-income households 
where Code violations do not create a public safety hazard 
or a serious household safety condition. The City program 
that allows certain units constructed without permits to be 
legalized should be continued and updated to ensure units 
without public safety hazards can remain in the housing 
stock legally.

POLICY 2.5

Encourage and support the seismic retrofitting of 
the existing housing stock.

A major earthquake could jeopardize 8,600 to 100,000 
housing units. Seismic retrofitting of the existing housing 
stock increases the possibility of sound housing after a 
seismic event.

The City should prioritize public resources to address the 
most imminent risks: 1) structures at high risk of collapse 
and therefore pose the highest public safety risk, such as 
soft-story buildings; 2) structures that house low income or 
vulnerable populations; and 3) structures that are vulner-
able due to construction type. DBI should focus seismic 
upgrade programs towards vulnerable geographies and soils 
types (as identified by CAPPS), populations (areas with 
low median incomes or high population of seniors) and 

Neighborhood Preservation: 
Mandatory Soft Story Program
As residents age it often becomes harder to upkeep a home. 
In an effort to preserve soft story apartment buildings, some 
of the city’s most vulnerable structures, the City has signed 
into law a program for the mandatory retrofit for all wood 
frame buildings permitted for construction prior to January 1, 
1978 with two or more stories over a soft or weak story that 
contain five or more dwelling units. 

This program is part of the City’s Earthquake Safety Imple-
mentation Program (ESIP), a thirty-year plan to reduce the impact earthquakes will have on San Francisco. The 
program’s soft story program website, including information about financing, soft story buildings, and other 
programs, can be found at www.sfcapps.org/softstory.

San Francisco General Plan

14



building types (older, rent-controlled and soft story).

The City should also continue to educate and assist prop-
erty owners in their efforts to make seismic safety improve-
ments. Currently property owners can find information on 
DBI’s earthquake preparedness website, attend lunchtime 
talks, or reference the Seismic Safety FAQ for building 
owners sheet.

POLICY 2.6

Ensure housing supply is not converted to de facto 
commercial use through short-term rentals. 

Historically, some households have elected to rent or 
sublease their homes on a short term basis while they 
are out of town.  Recently short term rental of housing 
units, especially to travelers and visitors, has increased in 
volume, in part due to recent technological innovations. 
Short-term rentals may generate more revenue because 
travelers generally can afford a higher per night rent than 
residents. The growing short-term rental market may have 
the unintended impact of inflating the costs and reducing 
supply of housing for San Francisco residents. 

In some cases short term rentals can enable San Francisco 
residents to cover the costs of their housing (i.e. rent or 
mortgage payment) while they are on vacation or travel, 
and enable them to maintain permanent residency in their 
home. The City should, with abundant care in crafting 
allowances and with strong enforceability to prevent the 
allowances from being abused, support such short term 
rentals that stabilize residents without impacting the hous-
ing market.  

In other cases, residents may commit to higher housing 
prices because they assume additional income from renting 
their home on a short term basis, which could inflate hous-
ing values in the city.  Of most concern, some property 
owners have chosen to rent exclusively to short term visi-
tors, removing the units form the housing market. These 
forms of short term rental could be considered de facto 
commercialization of housing, i.e. conversion to a hotel 
use. Commercialization would reduce the overall supply 
of housing available to San Francisco residents and drive 
up housing prices. The City should protect the permanent 
housing stock from de facto conversion to commercial use 
through short-term rentals.

Objective 3

Protect the affordability of the 
existing housing stock, especially 
rental units.

San Francisco is a city of renters – which enables incredible 
diversity of age, income, and household type. Students, 
young professionals, artists, new families, low income 
households, and many others rely on the availability of 
rental housing to live in San Francisco. The city’s market-
rate rental units generally provide moderately priced hous-
ing options, while rent controlled units and permanently 
affordable rental units meet needs at lower income levels. 
Thus the availability of sound and affordable rental housing 
is of major importance to meet the City’s housing needs.

Regulations protecting the affordability of the existing 
housing stock have traditionally focused on rental housing, 
such as rent control and its associated tenants rights laws, 
and condominium conversion limits. Both rent control 
and condominium conversion limits evoke an impassioned 
public discussion around housing rights, private property 
rights, and quality of life in San Francisco, and property 
owners continue to emphasize the negative effects of rent 
control policies on the supply of housing. This discussion 
warrants continued public engagement in the ongoing 
effort to provide a balance of housing opportunities to sup-
port San Francisco’s diverse population. 

POLICY 3.1

Preserve rental units, especially rent controlled 
units, to meet the City’s affordable housing needs.

Sixty-two percent of San Francisco’s residents are renters. 
In the interest of the long term health and diversity of 
the housing stock the City should work to preserve this 
approximate ratio of rental units. The City should pay 
particular attention to rent control units which contribute 
to the long term existence and affordability of the city’s 
rental housing stock without requiring public subsidy, by 
continuing their protection and supporting tenant’s rights 
laws. Efforts to preserve rental units from physical dete-
rioration include programs that support landlord’s efforts 
to maintain rental housing such as: maintenance assistance 
programs, programs to support and enhance property 
management capacity, especially for larger companies, and 
programs to provide financial advice to landlords.

DRAFT PROPOSED FOR ADOPTION HOUSING ELEMENT 2014

15



POLICY 3.2

Promote voluntary housing acquisition and 
rehabilitation to protect affordability for existing 
occupants.

As the majority of San Francisco’s housing units are over 60 
years old, maintenance issues, particularly in rental proper-
ties, often impact the overall livability of some housing. 
The level of investment required for significant mainte-
nance can jeopardize the affordability of the unit, putting 
low income tenants at risk. To balance the need for afford-
able, yet safe, housing, affordable housing funds should 
be invested into rehabilitation of existing stock. As a cost 
effective way for the City to secure permanently affordable 
housing, this strategy must occur with full participation of 
the property owner, and must not result in displacement of 
existing tenants.

POLICY 3.3

Maintain balance in affordability of existing housing 
stock by supporting affordable moderate ownership 
opportunities.

The intent of maintaining a balance of housing opportu-
nities is to maintain housing for a diversity of household 
types and income categories.

Units in limited equity cooperatives remain affordable 
because they are deed-restricted to an affordability level, so 
that the owner can sell his/her unit for a price up to that 
maximum affordability level. Opportunities to create af-
fordable homeownership opportunities through programs 
such as limited equity cooperatives should be supported.

Limited conversions of rental stock to condominiums 
also help achieve affordable homeownership, providing a 
category of housing stock for moderate income housing 
needs. Thus, while the City needs to consider the impact 
of conversion of rental units to ownership status, as it will 
impact preservation of rental units, this issue should be 
balanced with the need for a diversity of housing choices. 
Conversion of rental housing to time share or corporate 
suite use should be prohibited.

POLICY 3.4

Preserve “naturally affordable” housing types, such 
as smaller and older ownership units.

A review of current sales prices reveals that new homes 
are generally priced higher than existing, older housing 
stock. This is particularly true of smaller units, such as 
the mid-century construction in certain lower density 
residential neighborhoods. These housing units provide a 
unique homeownership opportunity for new and smaller 
households. While higher density housing generally results 
in more shared costs among each unit, the pre-existing 
investment in lower density housing generally outweighs 
the benefits of higher density in terms of housing afford-
ability. To the extent that lower density older housing units 
respond to this specific housing need, without requiring 
public subsidy, they should be preserved. Strategies detailed 
under Objective 2, to retain existing housing units, and 
promote their life-long stability, should be used to support 
this housing stock.

POLICY 3.5

Retain permanently affordable residential hotels and 
single room occupancy (SRO) units.

Residential or single-room occupancy hotels (SROs) offer 
a unique housing opportunity for lower income elderly, 
disabled, and single-person households. The proximity of 
most SROs to the downtown area has fueled pressure to 
convert SRO’s to tourist hotels. In response to this, the City 
adopted its Residential Hotel Ordinance, which regulates 
and protects the existing stock of residential hotels. This 
ordinance requires permits for conversion of residential 
hotel rooms, requires replacement on a 1 to 1 level, and 
requires 80% of the cost of replacement to be provided to 
the City in the case of conversion or demolition. 

Residential hotels located in predominantly residential 
areas should be protected by zoning that does not permit 
commercial or tourist use; in non-residential areas, con-
version of units to other uses should not be permitted or 
should be permitted only where a residential unit will be, 
or has been, replaced with a comparable unit elsewhere. For 
those hotels that are operated as mixed tourist/permanent 
resident hotels, strict enforcement is needed to ensure that 
the availability of the hotel for permanent residential oc-
cupancy is not diminished. City programs should support 
the retention of residential hotels, restrict conversions and 
demolitions, and require mitigations to any impacts on the 
affordable housing stock.
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Objective 4

Foster a housing stock that meets 
the needs of all residents across 
lifecycles.

Population diversity is one of San Francisco’s most im-
portant assets; San Francisco’s residents span ethnicities, 
income levels, household types and sizes. Supporting 
household diversity requires the City support a variety of 
housing opportunities, so that everyone has the opportu-
nity to live in a suitable home that they can afford.

A diverse housing stock provides housing for people 
throughout their lifecycle, as they move from being a single 
household, to families with children, to aging and elderly. 
It accommodates different types of households, from tra-
ditional married couples to cooperative living households, 
from female-headed households to multigenerational 
families with adult children who live at home. It provides a 

range of housing options for people’s varying needs, which 
might span illness, disability, or unique supportive service 
needs. Designing housing that can accommodate all physi-
cal abilities is critical to maintaining housing diversity.

A diverse housing stock provides unit types that span 
financial abilities as well as personal choice, in diverse, 
economically integrated neighborhoods that offer a posi-
tive quality of life. Households should be able to choose 
the form of tenure most suited to their needs, from either 
a rental or an ownership housing stock. And they should 
be able to find suitable, affordable places to live in healthy 
neighborhoods, free from concentrations of pollutants 
such as aging industrial uses, power plants, and sewage 
treatment facilities.

Issue 3:  
Equal Housing Opportunities
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POLICY 4.1

Develop new housing, and encourage the 
remodeling of existing housing, for families with 
children.

Families with children are very much part of the city’s vi-
tality and diversity. While currently families with children 
constitute a small portion of San Francisco households, 
with only 12% of the city’s total population being 14 years 
old and younger, the changing demographics of the city 
illustrate that the need for family housing is growing, as 
larger, extended families increase and as more and more 
households desire to stay in the city as they have children.

Much of the new housing constructed in the last decade 
was smaller studios and one-bedroom units. New multi-
bedroom units are often too expensive for the average San 
Francisco family. Many large families, especially those 
newly immigrated to the United States, are crowded into 
units designed for much smaller households. As a result, 
San Francisco’s families with children are leaving or are 
experiencing overcrowded conditions.

Recent community planning efforts promote the construc-
tion of new housing for families by requiring that a mini-
mum 40% of new units constructed have two-bedrooms 
or more. This practice should be continued where ap-
propriate. Existing units can also offer opportunities for 
“family-sized” housing through expansion and in some 
cases unit mergers. A number of existing units are already 
sized for family households, especially single family homes. 
The City should offer support for elderly people who seek 
to downsize their homes, and encourage people who may 
be better served by alternatives, particularly in term of size, 
upkeep and budget, to downsize.

For family sized units to work for families the City needs 
to look beyond the provision of housing to ensure that the 
other amenities critical to families are provided. Proximity 
to schools, to open space, and to affordable child care are 
critical for the well-being of families.

POLICY 4.2

Provide a range of housing options for residents 
with special needs for housing support and 
services.

There are a number of groups in the city in need of special 
housing consideration. Populations in need of support in-
clude the physically and mentally disabled; those suffering 
from mental illness, cognitive impairment; or dementia; 
or those suffering from severe illness such as AIDS. They 
also include people undergoing transitions, such as those 
trying to exit homelessness, aging out of foster care, leav-
ing a hospital or institutional care; or populations in need 
of special security, such as transgender individuals. Many 
of these groups need housing with supportive services 
provided either on-site or nearby; many face bias in their 
existing housing situations, and many are at risk of losing 
housing due to disruptive behavior, deteriorating medical 
conditions, or an inability to afford rent.

Another category of at-risk individuals includes the city’s 
recent immigrants, particularly refugees and undocument-
ed workers, including day laborers and domestic workers. 
Many of these new arrivals need low cost housing and 
support services including multicultural and multilingual 
assistance. Many have families whom they support, and are 
stressed from overcrowding and substandard living condi-
tions; many are homeless.

The City should take an active role to encourage the con-
struction of new facilities, and the expansion of the avail-
able housing units, in appropriate locations suited to needs 
of these groups. The City should also support efforts by 
potential sponsors to identify and develop sites for special 
users and work cooperatively with social service agencies 
and housing providers. The City should also seek to reduce 
institutional barriers to development of innovative forms 
of housing that would better serve these individuals, from 
group housing to supportive housing to residential treat-
ment facilities. One category of need that is expected to 
increase dramatically in coming years , due to a reduction 
in custodial care for older adults at hospitals and in nurs-
ing facilities,is dementia care. Also, there will be a grow-
ing population of people with cognitive impairment and 
dementia in San Francisco between 2010 to 2030. A broad 
range of residential care facilities will be needed to provide 
step-down 24-hour care. A range of care settings, from 
Residential Care Facilities for the Elderly or Residential 
Care Facilities for the Chronically Ill to new, more flexible 
models, such as the GreenHouse model, a group-home 
facility for seniors, should be explored.
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Of particular importance are the ancillary social and medi-
cal service facilities, employment or advocacy services that 
enable positive living for members of in-need populations. 
The link to services is critical- in some cases, intensive 
case management and availability of services can make the 
difference between someone becoming institutionalized 
or homeless, or remaining in their own home. Therefore, 
support facilities need to be located on-site, or integrated 
into neighborhoods within close pedestrian or transit ac-
cess from residences. In particular, board and care facilities, 
group homes, and services that allow at-risk or disabled 
persons to live at home while still receiving daily support, 
should be permitted to locate close to their clients. Where 
new residential care facilities are constructed, they should 
be located close to existing services, and in underserved 
neighborhoods to allow clients to remain meaningfully 
engaged in their community.

POLICY 4.3

Create housing for people with disabilities and 
aging adults by including universal design principles 
in new and rehabilitated housing units.

Despite the cost of housing, San Francisco remains attrac-
tive to seniors and people with disabilities because of the 
city’s transportation, health services, and other resources. 
While some of the disabled and elderly will require housing 
that provides supportive, long-term care arrangements as 
discussed above, many will remain largely independent for 
longer periods of time, needing only physical accommoda-
tions to enable active living. Yet people with disabilities and 
aging San Franciscans often have difficulty finding housing 
constructed to meet their physical accessibility needs. 

While the current San Francisco Building Code requires 
all new construction except one and two-family dwellings 
to comply with the Code’s disability access requirements, 
much of the city’s existing stock is inaccessible, and existing 
privately funded multi-family dwellings are not required to 
include accessibility upgrades when completing alterations. 
Those with physical disability issues are further at risk in 
obtaining housing because they often have lower than aver-
age incomes.

The City’s community planning processes should foster 
private and publicly supported housing designed according 
to universal design principles, meaning that it is accessible, 
or can be made adaptable, to the disabled or elderly. “Ac-

cessible” means that the housing presents no physical bar-
riers to handicapped or elderly people. “Adaptable” means 
housing whose entry and circulation are designed and 
constructed so that relatively minor adjustments and addi-
tions can make the unit fully accessible. Existing housing 
may be more difficult to retrofit, and more costly, when it 
is being rehabilitated as permanently affordable housing, so 
accessibility and adaptability design requirements should 
be made flexible for reconstruction projects.

Similar to the discussion above regarding housing for 
people with supportive needs, of particular importance 
are the everyday services and activities that sustain healthy, 
independent living for those with cognitive impairments, 
physical constraints and low mobility. Community plan-
ning processes should also foster direct, walkable access to 
recreational facilities and open space, to commercial areas 
and shopping, and to community services. They should go 
beyond physical access to ensure that people with cogni-
tive impairment, dementia, other disabilities and aging 
adults feel comfortable and safe. Inclusion of public realm 
features that promote security, such as clearly visible sig-
nage, bright lighting and surveillance features that improve 
public safety, can go a long way towards creating age and 
disability friendly communities.

POLICY 4.4

Encourage sufficient and suitable rental housing 
opportunities, emphasizing permanently affordable 
rental units wherever possible.

In recent years the production of new major housing 
projects has yielded primarily rental units. This trend may 
shift with market conditions. Low vacancy rates and high 
rents indicate a strong demand for rental housing. The City 
should make a concerted effort to do what is within its 
control to encourage the continued development of rental 
housing throughout the city, including market-rate rentals 
that can address moderate and middle income needs.

Recent community planning efforts have explored incen-
tives such as fee waivers, or reductions in inclusionary 
housing requirements, in return for the development of 
deed-restricted, long-term rental housing. The City should 
also seek new ways to promote new, permanently afford-
able rental housing, such as by looking to existing sites 
or buildings for acquisition by the City as permanently 
affordable units; this would require a local fund that is 
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structured to act quickly to enable such purchases as they 
become available. 

POLICY 4.5

Ensure that new permanently affordable housing 
is located in all of the city’s neighborhoods, and 
encourage integrated neighborhoods, with a 
diversity of unit types provided at a range of income 
levels.

Economically-integrated, diverse neighborhoods provide 
residents with a number of benefits. Crime levels, school 
attendance and graduation rates, employment opportunity 
and health status of residents tend to be markedly improved 
in integrated neighborhoods, as compared to exclusively 
lower-income areas.

While San Francisco’s neighborhoods are more economi-
cally integrated than their suburban counterparts, con-
centrations of low-income households still exist. Special 
efforts should be made to expand housing opportunities 
for households of lower-income levels in other areas of 
the city, and community planning efforts should include 
policies and programs that foster a diverse, integrated 
housing stock. These planning efforts should also include 
protections against the displacement of existing low- and 
moderate-income households by higher income groups.

The City’s Inclusionary Housing Program, which requires 
that affordable housing units be provided on-site, provides 
one method for on-site integration (Map II-2: Below 
Market Rate Housing Projects). Construction of new af-
fordable housing projects should likewise be distributed 
throughout the city, to ensure equitable neighborhoods as 
well as equal access to residents living in different parts of 
San Francisco (Map II-3: Affordable Housing Projects). For 
example, the homeless population lives in many neighbor-
hoods throughout the city and would benefit from having 
housing resources in the neighborhood in which they work 
and live. All neighborhoods of the city should be expected 
to accept their fair share of affordable housing, whether 
it is through the City’s inclusionary affordable housing 
policies, construction of new 100% affordable projects, or 
rehabilitation projects.

POLICY 4.6

Encourage an equitable distribution of growth 
according to infrastructure and site capacity.

Equitable growth brings economic opportunity to all 
residents, provides for intelligent infrastructure investment 
and offers a range of housing choices. Distributing growth 
equitably means that each part of the city has a role in plan-
ning for growth, and receives an equitable distribution of 
growth’s benefits. It is as much about revitalizing and rede-
veloping transitioning parts of the city such as the Eastern 
Neighborhoods, as it is about guiding new communities in 
areas such as Treasure Island.

Whether in existing or new neighborhoods, all of the city’s 
resident’s should have access to public infrastructure, ser-
vices and amenities. In ideal circumstances, infrastructure 
will be available before or in concert with new housing. 
Therefore growth should be directed through community 
planning to areas where public infrastructure exists and 
is underutilized; or where there is significant site capacity 
and new infrastructure is planned in cooperation with new 
development.

POLICY 4.7

Consider environmental justice issues when 
planning for new housing, especially affordable 
housing.

The term “environmental justice” was born out of a concern 
that minority and low-income populations bear a dispro-
portionate share of adverse health and environmental im-
pacts because of where they live. Proximity to undesirable 
land uses, substandard housing, housing discrimination, 
personal safety in housing, and community displacement 
are environmental justice issues that need to be addressed 
in many of the city’s neighborhoods.

Housing is an important component of addressing en-
vironmental justice. The City should promote new, and 
rehabilitated, low-income housing on sites that do not 
have negative health impacts, near services and supplies so 
that residents have access to transit and healthy fresh food, 
jobs, child care and youth programs. The City needs to also 
ensure that the costs of housing do not lead to other en-
vironmental justice impacts, such as sacrificing nutrition, 
healthcare, and the needs of their children.
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Objective 5

Ensure that all residents have equal 
access to available units.

Previous policies have discussed the need to maintain and 
add new housing to meet San Francisco’s identified needs; 
the policies that follow under this Objective are intended 
to make sure that all residents have access to those units. 
Governmental ‘red tape’, including byzantine application 
systems and disparate housing application processes, can 
make accessing the supportive housing system extremely 
difficult, particularly for people already burdened by lan-
guage or other social barriers. Social and economic factors 
can discriminate against certain population groups and 
limit their access to housing opportunities, leading to pat-
terns of economic and racial segregation. And even when 
people have successfully entered the supportive housing 
system, options seldom provide an exit strategy towards 
independence.

POLICY 5.1

Ensure all residents of San Francisco have equal 
access to subsidized housing units.

Federal fair housing laws prohibit discrimination against 
protected classes of people as described below in Policy 
6.4; they also prohibit most types of preference so as to 
avoid discrimination. Many communities, including San 
Francisco, have adopted some form of local preference, 
providing priority for people who live and/or work in 
the municipality to affordable and/or workforce housing 
sponsored and/or supported by the City. However, smaller 
geographic preference areas, or any specific racial or other 
preference, put local governments at risk of violating fair 
housing laws and constitutional law. To ensure all residents 
have access to housing, public agencies should make special 
efforts to attract cultural, racial or ethnic groups who might 
not normally be aware of their housing choices, particu-
larly those who have suffered discrimination in the past. 
Marketing and outreach efforts should encourage applica-
tion by households who are least likely to apply because of 
characteristics protected by fair housing law.

POLICY 5.2

Increase access to housing, particularly for 
households who might not be aware of their housing 
choices.

Currently, subsidized housing is offered through a number 
of City agencies, including the San Francisco Housing 
Authority, the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency, the 
Mayor’s Office of Housing, and the Department of Health 
and Human Services; by nonprofit entities managing their 
own housing developments; and even by market-rate 
developers in the case of the City’s Inclusionary Housing 
Program. The result of so many programs, with different 
administrating entities, creates difficulty in navigating the 
City’s affordable housing placement system, and places a 
high burden on housing advocates and service providers. A 
comprehensive, single-stop source of all available housing 
is needed to link residents to prospective homes in a timely 
matter.

Efforts to improve access should focus particularly on 
groups who might not be aware of their housing choices, 
including those with lower incomes, language and com-
prehension barriers, and those who have suffered dis-
crimination in the past. The City should therefore partner 
with community providers already serving those groups. 
Available housing should be advertised broadly, with tar-
geted outreach to at-risk populations and communities, 
in multi-lingual media to ensure fair marketing practice. 
And information about housing rights, such as safeguards 
against excessive rent increases, should be given the same 
marketing and outreach. 

POLICY 5.3

Prevent housing discrimination, particularly against 
immigrants and households with children.

Housing discrimination is defined as the denial of rights 
to a group of persons by direct providers of housing whose 
practices making housing unavailable to certain groups 
of people. Discrimination can be based on race, color, or 
national origin; religion; sex or gender; familial status; and 
disability; and furthermore on factors such as HIV/AIDS 
status, weight or height, source of income, and economic 
discrimination. Discrimination in housing is governed pri-
marily by the federal Fair Housing Act. To ensure housing 
opportunities for all people, the City should assist in the 
implementation of fair housing and anti-discrimination 
laws. The Human Rights Commission enforces the City’s 
Fair Housing Law and handles complaints of housing 
discrimination.
Households with children are one group that is often cited 
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as having difficulty finding suitable housing because some 
landlords discriminate against children as tenants. The 
City should continue enforcement of the 1987 ordinance 
prohibiting residential apartment owners from discrimi-
nating against families based on household size unless the 
Building Code does not permit occupancy of the dwelling 
by a family of that size. In publicly subsidized housing, 
households with dependent children should have multiple 
bedroom units.

The State and City have developed numerous tenants’ 
rights laws and fair housing statutes. Education of residents 
and tenants is critical to ensure implementation of these 
laws, and the City should work not only to uphold such 
laws, but to broaden their affect by partnering with com-
munity service providers and housing rights advocates to 
expand both knowledge and .protections.

POLICY 5.4

Provide a range of unit types for all segments of 
need, and work to move residents between unit 
types as their needs change.

Changes in life stage or household type, such as a personal 
need, illness or disability; the birth of a child; or a change in 
economic situation or job opportunity, can affect the type 
of unit a household requires. Once residents do achieve 
housing, they are also challenged in moving beyond that 
unit to another housing unit that may be more appropriate 
for their current life stage. To meet the diversity of need 
demanded by the residents of San Francisco, a range of 
housing types must be provided, and the ability to move 
between these types – often referred to as “moving up the 
housing ladder” must be available.

Supportive housing, or housing for the formerly homeless, 
is often the first step on the ladder for many individuals. 
However, much of the housing aimed at meeting this need 
is temporary, renting by the week or month, and intended 
only to provide short-term housing until another option 
can be found. Other options, and support service that 
help move people between these options, is required. To 
make such movement possible, the City needs to make a 
concerted effort to link its various programs, and provide 
counseling for residents in aspects of those programs so 
they have the ability to move between them. The City also 
needs to provide financial support needed to start at the 
next level, whether that is a rental deposit for an apartment 

or a down payment for a first home. The City should also 
look to helping people on the other side of the housing lad-
der, such as those who might be downsizing, particularly 
from single family homes into either smaller units/condos 
or rental units.

POLICY 5.5

Minimize the hardships of displacement by 
providing essential relocation services.

Because of the economic and social hardships involved 
when a household is forced to move, and the difficulty of 
funding replacement housing at comparable rents, every 
effort should be made to minimize displacement. The 
City should pursue policy and programmatic interven-
tions.  When displacement does occur, relocation services 
including counseling, locating replacement housing, and 
moving expenses, should be provided to match the needs 
of displaced tenants.

POLICY 5.6

Offer displaced households the right of first refusal 
to occupy replacement housing units that are 
comparable in size, location, cost, and rent control 
protection.

Persons in private or publicly owned housing displaced 
by fire and other acts should be restored to their previ-
ous residential position to the maximum extent feasible.  
Where existing units are converted to condominium or 
cooperative ownership, existing tenants should be given 
opportunities to purchase converted units.

Objective 6

Reduce homelessness and the risk of 
homelessness.

Over the last decade, San Francisco has made strides in 
addressing homelessness, with documented decreases in 
population living on the street. The policies of the 1980s 
that regarded temporary shelter as an acceptable hous-
ing plan for homeless households has been superseded 
by an increased focus on permanent supportive housing 
programs, as well as programs such as Project Homeless 
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Connect (where volunteers connect homeless individuals 
to services), Care Not Cash (which redistributes general 
relief support in the form of housing & other services), and 
eviction prevention services that attempt to stem the onset 
of homelessness before it starts.

However, homelessness continues, and recent figures show 
that homelessness figures have increased as unemployment 
has risen. Statistics show that the category at most risk for 
homelessness is families with children under the age of 
6. Special categories of risk include veterans, those with 
substance abuse problems, and transgendered individuals.

POLICY 6.1

Prioritize permanent housing and service-enriched 
solutions while pursuing both short- and long-term 
strategies to eliminate homelessness.

While shelters can provide an alternative to sleeping on the 
streets, they do little to address the underlying causes. A 
permanent solution to homelessness requires permanent 
affordable housing. San Francisco has focused homeless 
housing efforts on providing very low-income homeless 
singles and families a range of supportive options that are 
intended to stabilize their housing situation for the long 
term. Programs sponsored by the Human Services Agency 
include Permanent SRO Housing for Single Adults through 
the Master Lease Program, Rental Housing Subsidies for 
Single Adults and Families with Disabilities including 
mental health, substance abuse and/or HIV/AIDS, and 
Permanent Supportive Housing for Families.

In addition to permanent housing, temporary shelters and 
services are still needed, particularly services that provided 
in an unbiased, multi-lingual and multicultural context. 
Immediate housing will be needed to serve socio-economic 
groups that will be particularly impacted by the recent 
economic trends. In particular, more home-improvement 
workers and day laborers, facing more competition and 
a dwindling number of construction jobs, are becoming 
homeless. Yet few flexible options for housing - meaning, 
housing that is not already reserved for a specific program 
- exist in the neighborhoods they call home, resulting in 
people shuttling from neighborhood to neighborhood to 
find an open bed.

The City’s “Continuum of Care: Five-Year Strategic Plan,” 
created by the San Francisco Local Homeless Coordinating 

Board (the primary City policy board responsible for plan-
ning and coordinating homeless programs in the city), is 
intended to provide a comprehensive roadmap for policy 
and services directed towards people who are homeless 
and at risk for homelessness. Its “priority” sectors of action 
include permanent, subsidized housing; transition from 
incarceration, foster care and hospitals as well as avoiding 
evictions; interim housing in shelters as a stopgap until 
permanent housing is available; improvement of access to 
housing and support services; increased economic stability 
through employment services and education; and respect-
ful, coordinated citywide action dedicated to individual’s 
rights. The City’s “10 Year Plan to End Chronic Home-
lessness” focuses more deeply upon permanent supportive 
housing for the chronically homeless including families, 
which make up an estimated 20% of San Francisco’s home-
less population. Both plans should continue to be executed 
and implemented, and creation of the housing types they 
promote – both permanently affordable and necessary ad-
ditional shelters – should be located equitably across the 
city according to need.

POLICY 6.2

Prioritize the highest incidences of homelessness, 
as well as those most in need, including families and 
immigrants.

More than 60% of homeless individuals in San Francisco 
may suffer from physical disability, mental illness, or sub-
stance addiction. The City’s “Continuum of Care” plan 
prioritizes stable, permanently housing for this group.

Families, while not the highest incidences of homelessness, 
are an important category of need. Homeless family hous-
ing is extremely limited; focusing on the city’s chronically 
homeless often leaves out families, who tend to become 
homeless situationally, based on current job or economic 
conditions.

Refugees and immigrants also face housing hardship. 
Language barriers and, frequently, the additional hurdle 
of illegality can create unique barriers to housing access. 
Homeless people who are undocumented can face prejudice 
in trying to secure beds or units, inability to communicate, 
and frequently have difficulty accessing beds on a regular 
basis, or the more stable, long-term forms of housing 
that might enable them to move up the housing ladder. 
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Both families and immigrants should be given particular 
consideration in the City’s homeless policies and housing 
creation.

POLICY 6.3

Aggressively pursue other strategies to prevent 
homelessness and the risk of homelessness by 
addressing its contributory factors.

Measures that go beyond shelter are needed to address the 
root causes of homelessness.  These include stable sources 
of income and health and social support services for short 
or long periods of time to assist people with special needs 
to live with the greatest degree of independence possible.

POLICY 6.4

Improve coordination among emergency assistance 
efforts, existing shelter programs, and health care 
outreach services.

While the emphasis should be on provision of permanent 
housing, the City should provide an emergency shelter 
program that provides temporary shelter and links home-
less people to more comprehensive services.  The City 
should also continue to support the Department of Public 
Health’s Direct Access to Housing Program, which has 
helped households transition from shelters into permanent 
homes.  

Homeless people often have difficulty gaining access to the 
health care system.  There is need for outreach services and 
multi-service centers that provide health care and other 
services to homeless people, in a manner that gains their 
trust and with a goal of integrating them into the larger 
health care and services systems.  
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Objective 7

Secure funding and resources for 
permanently affordable housing, 
including innovative programs that 
are not solely reliant on traditional 
mechanisms or capital.

Responding to the needs for affordable housing is the most 
critical housing objective in San Francisco. San Francisco’s 
projected affordable housing needs far outpace the capacity 
for the City to secure subsidies for new affordable units. A 
successful funding strategy will require a range of resources 
including federal, state, and regional partners, and the City.

First, the City must continue to proactively pursue addi-
tional federal, State and regional affordable housing and 
infrastructure dollars to support projected housing needs. 
Second, the City must continue to aggressively develop 
local programs to fund affordable housing, including strat-
egies that more efficiently use existing subsidies to work 
towards the desired mix of affordable housing options. 
Third, the City needs to look beyond dollars for creative 
ways to facilitate affordable housing development that 
make sense in the current economic climate, such as land 
subsidy programs, process and zoning accommodations, 
and acquisition and rehabilitation programs.

POLICY 7.1

Expand the financial resources available for 
permanently affordable housing, especially 
permanent sources.

San Francisco should continue to be a leader in identify-
ing, securing and mandating funding for permanently 
affordable housing. Building on a good track record for 
securing federal and state funds, the City shall continue to 
lobby for necessary funding in coordination with regional 
entities. Local programs such as HOPE-SF, inclusionary 

housing and the Housing Trust Fund (approximately $1.6 
billion over the course of thirty years) demonstrate a strong 
dedication to providing local funding to affordable hous-
ing. These programs should be continued and expanded as 
feasible.

The State should also consider methods of increasing fund-
ing for affordable housing. Ballot measures do not promote 
long-term security for affordable housing, and given recent 
ballot trends, asking voters to go further into debt every 
four years is a risky proposition. The City should support 
state efforts to identify a permanent state fund that would 
finance housing for low- and middle-income households.

In 2012, San Francisco voters supported a dedicated, 
permanent source of local funding for affordable housing, 
known as the Housing Trust Fund. The Housing Trust 
Fund provides a permanent source of revenue to fund the 
creation of affordable housing for low and middle income 
households for the next 30 years. Dedicated local funding 
will help with long-term planning for affordable housing. 
The City should pursue expanding permanent sources of 
funding for affordable housing programs, to address af-
fordable housing funding gaps not met by the Housing 
Trust Fund. Ultimately San Francisco’s affordable housing 
programs should have a permanent funding source.

POLICY 7.2

Strengthen San Francisco’s affordable housing 
efforts by planning and advocating at regional, state 
and federal levels.

Housing affordability in San Francisco is not an issue that 
may be addressed in isolation from other municipalities in 
the region. Because the region’s growth forecast is based 
on increased housing development that supports alterna-
tive transportation modes, the State and region’s policies 
project that a large proportion of the region’s growth will 

Issue 4:  
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continue in San Francisco. Thus, the City needs to advocate 
strongly for a coordinated regional strategy that takes into 
account the planning and capital required to accommodate 
the household growth in a sustainable way.

Also, because the RHNAs originate from state allocations, 
state funding sources need to program funding for afford-
able housing and infrastructure according to growth fore-
casts. Senate Bill 375, California’s landmark smart growth 
bill adopted in 2008, legislates the reduction of greenhouse 
gases through regional and local planning efforts, and re-
quires that any transportation projects and programs that 
receive state funding must be consistent with these green-
house gas reduction plans. However, the State should seek 
to go further in tying funding to smart growth allocations, 
by directing housing and infrastructure funds towards ju-
risdictions accommodating that smart growth; and federal 
stimulus fund efforts should follow this same model. The 
City needs to use its planning and redevelopment efforts, 
which outline a land use and infrastructure framework for 
growth, to more strongly advocate at the state and federal 
funding world.

POLICY 7.3

Recognize the importance of funds for operations, 
maintenance and services to the success of 
affordable housing programs.

A holistic approach to affordable housing includes careful 
consideration of the operation, services and maintenance 
programs necessary to maintain the housing once it is built. 
As the income level of households decreases, the income 
subsidy needed to cover the gap between eligible operating 
costs and project income becomes deeper.

Operations and maintenance costs should be considered as 
a necessary aspect of publicly subsidized affordable housing 
projects. One potential strategy is the development of a 
fund earmarked for operations and maintenance costs af-
fordable to very low-income persons, based on the supple-
ment to rent revenue required to cover ongoing operating 
expenses. Services plans should include resident placement 
and supportive services, including job placement, as 
needed.

POLICY 7.4

Facilitate affordable housing development through 
land subsidy programs, such as land trusts and land 
dedication.

Land costs are a considerable portion of affordable housing 
development costs. Land trusts and land dedication pro-
grams can reduce those costs – thus reducing the overall 
subsidies required to build new affordable housing units. 
The City shall support and encourage land based subsidies, 
especially when land is well suited for affordable housing 
development.

Land trusts rely on individuals or groups to purchase the 
land and later devote that land to affordable development 
entities; this model is appropriate for public agencies or 
larger employers as a way of supporting affordable housing 
development. The San Francisco Community Land Trust 
is one example of how a nonprofit can purchase land and 
maintain permanent affordability by creating long terms 
ground leases that include re-sale restrictions.

Land dedication allows property owners to designate their 
land for an affordable housing project; this model could 
most likely be used by private citizens or private develop-
ers wishing to provide community benefits. The Trust for 
Public Land has a program which promotes dedication for 
open space purposes by providing major tax deductions; a 
similar program could be developed for charitable contri-
bution of land for housing purposes.

POLICY 7.5

Encourage the production of affordable housing 
through process and zoning accommodations, 
and prioritize affordable housing in the review and 
approval processes.
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Public processing time, staffing, and fees related to City 
approval make up a considerable portion of affordable 
housing development costs. The City should expedite the 
review process and procedures as appropriate; to reduce 
overall development costs and increase the performance of 
public investment in affordable housing.

Local planning, zoning, and building codes should be 
applied to all new development, however when quality of 
life and life safety standards can be maintained zoning ac-
commodations should be made for permanently affordable 
housing. For example exceptions to specific requirements 
including open space requirements, exposure requirements, 
or density limits, where they do not affect neighborhood 
quality and meet with applicable design standards, includ-
ing neighborhood specific design guideline, can facilitate 
the development of affordable housing. Current City 
policy allows affordable housing developers to pursue these 
zoning accommodations through rezoning and application 
of a Special Use District (SUD).

City review and approval of affordable housing projects 
should be improved to reduce costly delays. Affordable 
housing projects already receive Priority Application 
Processing through coordination with the Planning 
Department, Department of Building Inspection, and 
Department of Public Works. This process could be further 
enhanced by designating a planner(s) to coordinate govern-
mental activities related to affordable housing.

POLICY 7.6

Acquire and rehabilitate existing housing to 
maximize effective use of affordable housing 
resources.

The city’s existing housing stock provides a resource which 
can be used to fulfill a number of affordable housing needs. 
The City should pursue and facilitate programs that en-
able households to better access existing housing stock. 
By acquiring and rehabilitating such units, the City can 
use affordable housing funds in a cost-effective way that 
provides stability in existing low-income neighborhoods, 
where units may be at risk of poor safety or conversion. 
Such housing acquisition and rehabilitation should happen 
only on a voluntary basis, and must not displace occupants.

San Francisco should also explore opportunities to take 
advantage of projects that are delayed, abandoned or are 

on the market. Having a readily accessible pool of fund-
ing available for purchase of such projects would enable 
affordable housing developers to take over the land and 
entitlements of such projects. The City should explore a 
number of options to assist in securing these opportunities 
for permanently affordable housing, co-ops or land-trust 
housing, including subsidies, affordable housing programs, 
new tax incentives or government intervention.

POLICY 7.7

Support housing for middle income households, 
especially through programs that do not require a 
direct public subsidy.

Market rate housing in San Francisco is generally affordable 
to households making 180% of median income or above. 
Affordable housing programs, including City subsidized 
affordable housing and inclusionary housing, are provided 
to households making 120% of median income or below. 
This leaves a gap of housing options for households in be-
tween those two categories, referred to as “middle income” 
households and defined for the purposes of this Housing 
Element as households making between 120 and 150% of 
median income. Unfulfilled demand for middle income 
housing impacts the supply and pressure on housing stock 
for lower income households.

San Francisco prioritizes federal, state, and local subsidies 
for lower income households; therefore the City should 
support innovative market-based programs and practices 
that enable middle income housing opportunities. Creating 
smaller and less expensive unit types that are “affordable by 
design” can assist in providing units to households falling 
in this gap. Development strategies that reduce construc-
tion costs, such as pre-fabricated housing and other low 
cost construction types can decrease overall housing costs, 
making it affordable to middle income households without 
subsidy. Industrialized wood construction techniques used 
in lower density housing and light-weight prefabricated, 
pre-stressed concrete construction in moderate and high 
density housing also have the potential of producing great 
savings in construction time and cost.
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POLICY 7.8

Develop, promote, and improve ownership 
models which enable households to achieve 
homeownership within their means, such as 
down-payment assistance, and limited equity 
cooperatives.

Affordable homeownership opportunities are part of 
providing a diversity of housing opportunities in the city. 
San Francisco should continue homeownership assistance 
programs including counseling, down payment assistance, 
silent second mortgages and programs that support teach-
ers. Other programs that reduce the burden of homeown-
ership such as limited equity cooperatives, which can be 
created through community land trusts and are discussed 
in Policy 3.2, should be supported by the City.

Recent homeownership and foreclosure trends have resulted 
in potential opportunities for affordable homeownership 
programs. To the extent that San Francisco experiences 
foreclosures, San Francisco should provide assistance to 
existing homeowners and work to secure foreclosed units as 
affordable ownership opportunities. Where larger, multi-
unit buildings become available via foreclosures, the City 
should look to acquire them as permanently affordable 
units; this would require the ability to reformulate related 
programs to access funding, or a designated local fund that 
is structured to act quickly to enable such purchases as they 
become available.

Objective 8

Build public and private sector 
capacity to support, facilitate, 
provide and maintain affordable 
housing.

The development of affordable housing is critical to the 
long term health, sustainability and diversity of San Fran-
cisco. In order to successfully deliver affordable housing 
the City and private sector must have the tools they need 
to develop and rehabilitate affordable housing. It is in the 
interest of the City to ensure that both public and private 
entities that participate in the delivery and maintenance 
of affordable housing have resources and materials, in ad-
dition to funding that are necessary to deliver affordable 
housing. Key functions include technical support and 
services, and political support and development of public 
awareness.

POLICY 8.1

Support the production and management of 
permanently affordable housing.

Non-profit housing development corporations develop 
most of San Francisco’s subsidized affordable housing. The 
City should continue to provide technical and financial 
assistance to support continued operations and enhanced 
capacity of these entities. One strategy is to facilitate part-
nerships, such as linking nonprofits with private developers 
for joint development opportunities, or with lenders to 
expand funding options. Another is providing information 
and advice, such as training on design, green building and 
energy efficient remodeling, and information about con-
struction products.

Additionally the City should invite partnerships towards 
affordable housing development with market rate develop-
ers, major employers, religious organizations, other phil-
anthropic organizations and trade unions. These organiza-
tions may offer development or organizational capacity, 
funding or land resources.

POLICY 8.2

Encourage employers located within San Francisco 
to work together to develop and advocate for 
housing appropriate for employees.

Local employers, particularly larger employers, have a 
vested interest in securing housing necessary to support 
their work force. The City should foster stronger housing 
advocacy among employers, who could advocate for hous-
ing projects and types. The City should also connect major 
employers to both market-rate and affordable developers, 
especially those with a vested interest in workforce hous-
ing; such partnerships could provide developers with a 
funding resource, or a pool of committed residents, which 
could reduce the risk of developing a project, while secur-
ing housing for employees.
POLICY 8.3

Generate greater public awareness about the 
quality and character of affordable housing projects 
and generate community-wide support for new 
affordable housing.

Affordable housing projects are sometimes delayed or with-
drawn because of community opposition. Greater public 
awareness of affordable housing challenges and potential 
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solutions would generate broader long-term support for 
housing. San Franciscans, faced with one of the most ex-
pensive housing markets in the country, generally support 
the notion of providing more affordable housing options 
and understand the range and severity of affordable hous-
ing needs in the city. However when individual projects are 
presented, the macro understanding of the affordable hous-
ing crisis gets lost in fears about changes to an individual 
neighborhood or block. The City, in coordination with 
affordable housing providers, should work to showcase 
successful affordable housing projects that improve neigh-
borhoods, help households, and provide much needed 
workforce housing.

Objective 9

Preserve units subsidized by the 
federal, state or local Sources.

In 1997, in response to a change in federal guidelines that 
allowed the affordability provisions on subsidized housing 
to expire, San Francisco created a program to preserve af-
fordable housing. Through this program the Mayor’s Office 
of Housing and the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency 
have acquired and transferred a number of at-risk develop-
ments to non-profit entities for permanent affordability.

Continuing to maintain the existing stock of subsidized 
units is a critical component of San Francisco’s affordable 
housing strategy. As units provided by the Redevelopment 
Agency and MOH, which currently apply life-long afford-
ability restrictions to their projects, are not particularly at 
risk, efforts need to focus on properties not financed by 
these entities. Additionally, the City should continue to 
provide long term funding strategies to new subsidized 
units, to protect the public’s investment in affordable hous-
ing and maintain housing stability.

POLICY 9.1

Protect the affordability of units at risk of losing 
subsidies or being converted to market rate 
housing.

Existing affordable housing units should be maintained and 
preserved at their current levels of affordability. Through the 
Housing Preservation Program (HPP), the City’s housing 
agencies work to restructure funding terms of Community 
Development Block Grant funds and housing office bonds 

to extend affordability terms of subsidized developments. 
In most cases, the land is purchased by the Mayor’s Office 
of Housing and Community Development (MOHCD), 
with long-term affordability contracts required for the 
units. The City should continue these efforts to ensure that 
subsidized units remain affordable when a specific subsidy 
expires. To protect affordability, preservation program ef-
forts need to begin early, prior to the contract’s expiration 
date, so careful tracking of existing subsidized housing and 
coordinated planning among various agencies should be 
continued.

The City also has additional ordinances that limit profit 
from market-rate conversions of restricted units, thereby 
motivating HUD contract renewals. These include the 
Rent Control Ordinance (Administrative Code, Chapter 
37), the Assisted Housing Preservation Ordinance (Ad-
ministrative Code, Chapter 60), the Source of Income 
Ordinance (City Police Code, Article 33, Section 3304), 
and the Just Cause Eviction Ordinance (Residential Rent 
Stabilization and Arbitration Ordinance, Chapter 37.9). 
The implementation of these ordinances should be con-
tinued.

POLICY 9.2

Continue prioritization of preservation of existing 
affordable housing as the most effective means of 
providing affordable housing.

Financial support is required to continue to support the 
preservation of existing affordable housing. The HPP 
program has used tax-exempt bond financing, low income 
tax credits and federal funds to finance acquisition and 
rehabilitation costs. In addition, MOHCD has engaged 
tenants and built organizing capacity to support acquisi-
tion negotiations with owners of such developments. 
The City should continue these mechanisms to complete 
acquisitions of existing, at-risk subsidized units.

Additionally, other agencies in the City should look to 
retain existing affordable housing stock with supportive 
programs and policies. Privately owned and operated rental 
housing is under continuing pressure to convert to market 
rate housing, and programs such as the acquisition and 
rehabilitation model discussed previously can aid in their 
retention.
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POLICY 9.3

Maintain and improve the condition of the existing 
supply of public housing, through programs such as 
HOPE SF.

The San Francisco Housing Authority is the largest land-
lord in San Francisco, with over 6,200 units, and is one 
of the most important sources of permanently affordable 
housing for low-income households. The devolution of re-
sponsibility for public housing from a federal to local level 
requires increased local responsibility for public housing 
developments. The City should continue to pursue innova-
tive local financing techniques, energy efficiency measures, 
and creative property management and customer service. 
Innovative programs such as HOPE SF, which distinguish 
San Francisco as a leader in public housing redevelopment 
should be continued with City investment and support.

Small Site Acquisition and Rehabilitation:  
Arlington Apartments
Mercy Housing California’s mission is to create vibrant, 
stable, and healthy communities. They do this by preserving 
and developing affordable housing in places like the Ten-
derloin. Among one of the first buildings to be constructed 
after the 1906 earthquake, the Arlington is now home to 
low-income residents.

The Arlington, recently rehabilitated, has 153 apartments 
that house formerly homeless individuals, most of whom 
are single adults, and provides tailored on-site resident 
programming and counseling. During the renovation of the 
building, many of the residents were relocated temporarily and have now returned to their homes, Now, the 
residents have access to their own personal restrooms and kitchens - all important for independent living.
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Objective 10

Ensure a streamlined, yet thorough, 
and transparent decision-making 
process.

Many factors can constrain the development, maintenance, 
and improvement of the housing stock. Market conditions, 
such as the cost of land, the availability of materials, and 
the rate of labor, are difficult to affect through government 
actions. Local requirements, such as noticing procedures, 
review periods and public comment periods, are necessary 
to ensure opportunities for neighborhood participation. 
However, providing clarity of planning and permitting 
requirements, processing time, application and review 
procedures, and environmental review requirements, can 
reduce unnecessary delays.

POLICY 10.1

Create certainty in the development entitlement 
process, by providing clear community parameters 
for development and consistent application of these 
regulations.

There is a clear public benefit to creating, and applying, a 
strict approach to regulatory land use controls. Certainty 
in the development regulations simplifies the process for 
applicants, and allows neighbors to understand and antici-
pate the likely outcomes of changes in their neighborhood. 
It also reduces misunderstandings between developers and 
communities before proposals have been designed to a 
level of detail where change can be very costly or time-
consuming. The ultimate goal of a “certain” development 
entitlement process is to create greater transparency and 
accountability in the process for all parties, empowering 
both the public and developers.

A goal of recent Planning Department community plan-
ning processes is to use the intensive neighborhood-based 
planning process to coordinate citywide goals with the 
needs of individual neighborhoods. The resulting adopted 
area plans have directed both land use and urban form to 
create development that is of a character and quality speci-
fied by the community, through clear Planning Code pro-
visions as well as neighborhood specific Design Guidelines.

It is critical that the spirit and letter of these adopted 
area plans are implemented. Full implementation of the 
Community’s vision requires consistent application of 
plan policies and project review. Once such controls are 
in place, it is the responsibility of planning and permit-
ting staff to adhere to consistent and clear application of 
Planning Code, Design Guidelines, and other adopted 
requirements. Monitoring reports adopted as a part of each 
area plan should be used to improve consistency and results 
of the regulatory process.

Affordable housing projects are often granted exceptions to 
general requirements to further the City’s ability to meet 
affordable housing objectives. Often simple exceptions 
raise confusion and concern among community members. 
Where additional support may be required for projects 
which meet the City’s targeted housing needs, such as per-
manently affordable housing for very-low and low-income 
households, the City should explore methods such as 
designating Planning staff, or taking an active role in medi-
ating disputes with neighbors. Such a function could either 
be provided within the City or contracted with an outside 
non-profit entity to provide free mediation services.

Issue 5:  
Remove Constraints to the Construction and 
Rehabilitation of Housing
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POLICY 10.2

Implement planning process improvements to both 
reduce undue project delays and provide clear 
information to support community review.

As part of the Action Plan, the Planning Department is 
exploring has been implementing a number of procedural 
and operational reforms intended to reduce project delays 
and increase community review.

To provide a more efficient review process that also provides 
the potential for earlier community review, the Planning 
Department is implementing a process called “Preliminary 
Project Assessment,” based on the concept that earlier 
input and coordination by all divisions of the Planning 
Department on larger, more complex projects results in a 
more efficient review overall. The efficiency is gained by 
identifying and addressing significant project issues, and 
providing developers more comprehensive procedural 
information early in the review process. This approach also 
improves the likelihood that communities surrounding 
potential development projects will be more aware early in 
the review process. Together, these features reduce the over-
all review time for a project, allow for earlier community 
awareness, and—perhaps most importantly—ultimately 
result in better projects being approved and built.

To initiate neighbor communication early on in the 
development process, and provide the project sponsor 
the opportunity to address neighbor concerns about the 
potential impacts of the project prior to submitting an ap-
plication, the Department has also implemented a required 
Pre-Application Process that requires eligible project 
sponsors to conduct community meetings prior to filing 
any entitlement, inviting all relevant Neighborhood As-
sociations, abutting property owners and occupants. This 
process allows the community access to planned projects, 
and allows the project sponsor to identify, and address, is-
sues and concerns early on.

In December 2013, a multi City-agency effort began in 
response to a mayoral initiative to streamline processing 
and permitting of all new housing construction, includ-
ing permanently affordable housing. This effort aims to 
streamline the permitting process for new housing con-
struction and facilitate preservation of existing housing 
stock. In addition, City agencies have been directed to give 
first priority to 100% affordable housing projects, followed 
by market rate projects which include at least 20% on-site 

Below Market Rate units or 30% off-site Below Market 
Rate units. 

POLICY 10.3

Use best practices to reduce excessive time or 
redundancy in local application of CEQA.

The California Environmental Quality Act was initiated to 
open development decisions so that action could be taken 
to offset negative environmental effects, and as a mecha-
nism for community review of projects. At its basis, CEQA 
offers a tool to balance environmental values with concrete 
development decisions, and as such, was one of the early 
tools citizens and agencies had to promote environmentally 
favorable projects, and reject, or reduce the impact of, neg-
ative ones. However, its provisions have created numerous 
concerns about delay and misuse of CEQA; policymakers 
have recently started discussing reform of CEQA to help 
address concerns about misuse and delays to good hous-
ing projects. Reform should be pursued in a way that does 
not unduly limit neighborhood participation in review of 
development proposals.

Using best practices, Community Plan exemptions and 
tiered environmental reviews can help enable CEQA to be 
more closely tuned to its initial intent, and to become a 
strong mechanism for smart growth planning and develop-
ment. In particular, the City should explore mechanisms 
that will maintain the strength of CEQA and its use as 
a tool for environmental protection while eliminating 
aspects of its implementation that are not appropriate to 
the city’s context. One such improvement underway is the 
recent Board of Supervisors direction to study the updat-
ing of automobile “Level of Service” (LOS) with Auto 
Trip Generation (ATG) as a more meaningful measure 
of traffic impacts in an urban context. The City should 
ensure best practices do not impact any community’s abil-
ity to understand, and provide input towards, impacts of 
proposed projects. Residents should continue to have due 
process available to them to participate in future of their 
neighborhoods.
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POLICY 10.4

Support state legislation and programs that promote 
environmentally favorable projects.

Senate Bill 375 legislates the reduction of greenhouse gases 
through regional and local planning efforts, to achieve 
statewide sustainable development goals. SB 375 provides 
some regulatory relief for “sustainable projects” to reduce 
project costs, processing time and legal risks, including 
reducing some CEQA provisions. It also hints at linking 
future State infrastructure funding, specifically transporta-
tion funds, to achievement of smart growth goals, includ-
ing lower vehicle miles traveled. Allocation of affordable 
housing resources, particularly for new production, should 
be consistent with smart growth principles.

SB375, and future regional and state efforts, should be ac-
companied by the kind of funding that will enable growth 
to truly be “smart”. Linking funding directly to efficient 
land use, rather than to population or regions, would 
encourage smart land use patterns. The implementa-
tion of SB375 should be monitored, and addressed with 
amendments if necessary, to ensure it successfully provides 
the tools necessary to meet its smart growth goals in San 
Francisco.
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Objective 11

Support and respect the diverse and 
distinct character of San Francisco’s 
neighborhoods.

San Francisco is a city of neighborhoods, each with a 
distinct character and quality. While the Housing Element 
provides a citywide housing strategy, no policy should be 
applied without first examining its applicability to each 
specific neighborhood’s unique context. Its implementa-
tion should be applied and expressed differently in each 
neighborhood. The existing character, design context 
(including neighborhood specific design guidelines), his-
toric and cultural context, and land use patterns of each 
neighborhood shall inform and define the specific applica-
tion of Housing Element policies and programs. As each 
neighborhood progresses over time the distinct characters 
will form the foundation to all planning and preservation  
work in the area. Just as the City seeks a variety of housing 
types to meet the diversity of needs, the City also values 
a variety of neighborhood types to support the varying 
preferences and lifestyles of existing and future households. 
Changes planned for an area should build on the assets of 
the specific neighborhood while allowing for change.

POLICY 11.1

Promote the construction and rehabilitation of well-
designed housing that emphasizes beauty, flexibility, 
and innovative design, and respects existing 
neighborhood character.

San Francisco has a long standing history of beautiful and 
innovative architecture that builds on appreciation for 
beauty and innovative design. Residents of San Francisco 
should be able to live in well-designed housing suited to 
their specific needs. The City should ensure that housing 
provides quality living environments and complements the 
character of the surrounding neighborhood, while striving 

to achieve beautiful and innovative design that provides a 
flexible living environment for the variety of San Francisco’s 
household needs.

The City should continue to improve design review to 
ensure that the review process results in good design that 
complements existing character. The City should also seek 
out creative ways to promote design excellence. Possibilities 
include design competitions that foster innovative think-
ing, and encouraging designers to meet with other local 
architects to provide peer review. New York City recently 
implemented a similar initiative that awards public projects, 
including affordable housing, based on talent and experi-
ence rather than to the lowest bidder, which has resulted in 
several buildings with lauded design.

POLICY 11.2

Ensure implementation of accepted design 
standards in project approvals.

As the City’s Residential Design Guidelines state, San Fran-
cisco is known for its neighborhoods and the visual quality 
of its buildings. Its architecture is diverse, yet many neigh-
borhoods are made up of buildings with common rhythms 
and cohesive elements of architectural expression. For all 
new buildings and major additions, the fundamentals of 
good urban design should be followed, respecting the ex-
isting neighborhood character, while allowing for freedom 
of architectural expression. A variety of architectural styles 
(e.g. Victorian, Edwardian, Modern) can perform equally 
well. Proposed buildings should relate well to the street 
and to other buildings, regardless of style. New and sub-
stantially altered buildings should be designed in a manner 
that conserves and respects neighborhood character. High 
quality materials, and a strong attention to details, should 
be carried across all styles. And buildings should represent 
their era, yet be timeless.

Issue 6:  
Maintain the Unique and Diverse Character of 
San Francisco’s Neighborhoods
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Planning Department review of projects and development 
of guidelines should build on adopted local controls, in-
cluding recently adopted Area Plans, neighborhood specific 
design guidelines, and historic preservation district docu-
ments. Planning staff should be aware of, and be a resource 
for, on-going individual community efforts that support 
good planning principles, such as neighborhood-specific 
Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions (CC&R’s) and 
design guidelines. New development and alterations or 
additions to existing structures in these neighborhoods 
should refer to these controls in concert with the citywide 
Residential Design Guidelines, although only those guid-
ing documents approved by the Planning Commission 
may be legally enforced by Planning staff. Also projects in 
historic preservation districts should refer to related design 
documents.

POLICY 11.3

Ensure growth is accommodated without 
substantially and adversely impacting existing 
residential neighborhood character.

Accommodation of growth should be achieved without 
damaging existing residential neighborhood character. In 
community plan areas, this means development projects 
should adhere to adopted policies, design guidelines and 
community review procedures. In existing residential 
neighborhoods, this means development projects should 
defer to the prevailing height and bulk of the area.

To ensure character is not impacted, the City should 
continue to use community planning processes to direct 
growth and change according to a community-based vi-
sion. The Planning Department should utilize residential 
design guidelines, neighborhood specific design guidelines, 
and other documents describing a specific neighborhoods 
character as guideposts to determine compatibility of pro-
posed projects with existing neighborhood character.

The Department should support the adoption of neigh-
borhood-specific design standards in order to enhance or 
conserve neighborhood character, provided those guide-
lines are consistent with overall good-planning principles 
and help foster a more predictable, more timely, and less 
costly pre-development process. To this end, the Depart-
ment should develop official procedures for submittal of 
neighborhood-initiated design guidelines, for review by 
Department staff, and for adoption or endorsement.

POLICY 11.4

Continue to utilize zoning districts which conform to 
a generalized residential land use and density plan 
and the General Plan.

Current zoning districts result in land use and density pat-
terns shown on the accompanying Generalized Permitted 
Housing Densities by Zoning District, Map 6; and the ac-
companying table illustrating those densities, Table I-64, in 
Part 1 of the Housing Element. The parameters contained 
in the Planning Code under each zoning districts can help 
ensure that new housing does not overcrowd or adversely 
affect the prevailing character of existing neighborhoods. 
The City’s current zoning districts conform to this map and 
provide clarity on land use and density throughout the city. 
When proposed zoning map amendments are considered 
as part of the Department’s community planning efforts, 
they should conform generally to these this map, although 
minor variations consistent with the general land use and 
density policies may be appropriate. They should also 
conform to the other objectives and policies of the General 
Plan.

POLICY 11.5

Ensure densities in established residential areas 
promote compatibility with prevailing neighborhood 
character.

Residential density controls should reflect prevailing build-
ing types in established residential neighborhoods. Par-
ticularly in RH-1 and RH-2 areas, prevailing height and 
bulk patterns should be maintained to protect neighbor-
hood character. Other strategies to maintain and protect 
neighborhood character should also be explored, including 
“neighborhood livability initiatives” that could examine 
guidelines and principles to preserve what is beloved about 
the area. Such an initiative could result in strategies to 
improve the appearance and accessibility of neighborhood 
commercial districts, or neighborhood specific design 
guidelines for specific RH-1 and RH-2 neighborhoods.
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POLICY 11.6

Foster a sense of community through architectural 
design, using features that promote community 
interaction.

Buildings define the public realm. Building height, set-
back, and spacing define the streets, sidewalks, plazas, and 
open space that provide the setting for people to meet and 
interact informally and shape the neighborhood’s range of 
social experiences and offerings. Buildings shape views and 
affect the amount of sunlight that reaches the street. And 
the frontage of buildings can encourages interaction, while 
providing safety and increasing surveillance of the street. 
Thus, buildings should be designed with a human scale, 
consistent with each individual area’s traditional pattern of 
development. Design features such as regular entrances and 
windows along the street, seating ledges, outdoor seating, 
outdoor displays of wares, and attractive signage, the use of 
stoops and porticos, and limiting blank walls all assist in 
ensuring an inviting community environment.

The uses of buildings and their relationships to one another 
can also affect the variety, activity, and liveliness of a place. 
Zoning for a mix of uses, open spaces and community 
facilities in appropriate locations, such as neighborhood 
commercial centers, can increase opportunities for social 
interaction. Mixing compatible uses within buildings, such 
as housing with retail, services or small-scale workplaces, 
can build activity for friendly streets and public spaces. In 

the best cases, the defining qualities of buildings along the 
street create a kind of “urban room” where the public life of 
the neighborhood can thrive.

POLICY 11.7

Respect San Francisco’s historic fabric, by 
preserving landmark buildings and ensuring 
consistency with historic districts.

Landmarks and historic buildings are important to the 
character and quality of the city’s neighborhoods and are 
also important housing resources. A number of these struc-
tures contain housing units particularly suitable for larger 
households and families with children.

New buildings adjacent to or with the potential to visually 
impact historic contexts or structures should be designed to 
complement the character and scale of their environs. The 
new and old can stand next to one another with pleasing 
effects, but only if there is a successful transition in scale, 
building form and proportion, detail, and materials.
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POLICY 11.8

Consider a neighborhood’s character when 
integrating new uses, and minimize disruption 
caused by expansion of institutions into residential 
areas.

The scale and design of permitted commercial and insti-
tutional buildings should acknowledge and respond to the 
surrounding neighborhood context, incorporating neigh-
borhood specific design guidelines whenever possible. To 
ensure a successful integration of these uses, especially large 
institutions, the City should pay close attention to plans 
for expansion through master planning efforts. Analysis 
should include needs generated for housing, transporta-
tion, pedestrian amenities, and other services.

POLICY 11.9

Foster development that strengthens local culture 
sense of place and history.

In addition to the factors discussed above, including 
physical design, land use, scale, and landmark elements, 
neighborhood character is also defined by long-standing 
heritage, community assets, institutional and social char-
acteristics. Maintaining the linkages that such elements 
bring, by connecting residents to their past, can contribute 
to the distinctiveness of community character and unique 
sense of place; as well as foster community pride and par-
ticipation.

Elements of community heritage can include the public 
realm, including open space and streets; and the built envi-
ronment, institutions, markets, businesses that serve local 
needs, and special sites. Other, non-physical aspects can 
include ethnicity, language, and local traditions. Develop-
ment of new housing should consider all of these factors, 
and how they can aide in connecting to them. Housing 
types that relate to the community served, particularly the 
income, household and tenure type of the community, can 
help to address negative changes in socioeconomic condi-
tions, and reduce displacement. Constructing housing that 
includes community components that build upon this sense 
of place, such as public plazas, libraries, community facili-
ties, public art, and open spaces, can build a stronger sense 
of community heritage. And the development of neighbor-
hood-specific design guidelines, as discussed above, should 
review local neighborhood characteristics that contribute 
to and define its character beyond the physical.

Historically, neighborhoods in San Francisco have become 
identified with certain cultural groups, including ethnic-
communities that have settled within corridors or areas of 
larger neighborhoods. It is important to recognize, how-
ever, that local culture is not static- San Francisco’s cultural 
character and composition have shifted as social, ethnic, 
and political groups have moved across the city’s landscape. 
Plans and programs, including housing developments, 
need to recognize the duality of changing environments 
when they occur, and work to both preserve the old while 
embracing the new.
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Objective 12

Balance housing growth with 
adequate infrastructure that serves 
the City’s growing population.

San Francisco’s planning should take into account all 
elements of a whole neighborhood in coordination with 
new housing. Citywide and neighborhood specific plan-
ning should consider neighborhood infrastructure such as 
parks, recreational facilities and schools, and neighborhood 
services such as grocery stores, drug stores and other com-
mercial services.

The City must continue to plan for the necessary infra-
structure, especially transportation and water services, to 
support existing and new households. These fundamental 
services should be planned at a system level by each relevant 
agency and coordinated with new growth. Additionally, 
standard development project review procedures should 
continue to consider the relationship between new devel-
opment and necessary infrastructure.

Other important neighborhood elements maintain the 
health, well-being, and social standards of our city, includ-
ing publicly provided functions such as schools, parks, 
libraries; as well as privately developed ones such as grocery 
stores and neighborhood retail, child care, art and cultural 
facilities. These elements are critical to maintaining and 
enhancing the quality of life in San Francisco and should 
be encouraged and supported.

POLICY 12.1

Encourage new housing that relies on transit 
use and environmentally sustainable patterns of 
movement.

New residents require access to neighborhood serving 
businesses, employment centers, recreation facilities, and 
regional centers. To the extent possible these trips should 
be easily accommodated on the existing transportation net-
work with increased services. To that end the city should 
promote housing development in areas that are well served 
with transportation infrastructure including BART trains, 
and Muni light rail trains. However, changes to the Plan-
ning Code to further accommodate housing near transit 
will occur through a community based planning process. 
Encouragement of the use of public transit and car-sharing 
must be accompanied by improving the reliability and us-
ability of public transportation and broadening access to 
and location of car share options, as ways to make these 
alternatives more attractive. Additionally, bicycle amenities 
can and should be an integral component to housing and 
supporting the City’s Transit First policy. The City must 
maintain and improve the transportation network in co-
ordination with new development. Long range transporta-
tion planning should consider actual and projected growth 
patterns. Tools such as impact fees should facilitate the 
coordination of new growth with improved transportation 
infrastructure. As the City has been directing planning ef-
forts to shape housing construction in transit-rich locations 
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through its Redevelopment, Better Neighborhoods and 
other community planning processes, its funding efforts 
should prioritize these parts of the city. To ensure that new 
neighborhood infrastructure, particularly transit, is pro-
vided concurrently with new growth, agencies within the 
City should prioritize funding or planning efforts within 
these planned areas, especially for discretionary funding 
application processes such as the state’s Proposition 1C.

POLICY 12.2

Consider the proximity of quality of life elements, 
such as open space, child care, and neighborhood 
services, when developing new housing units.

San Francisco’s neighborhoods support a variety of life 
choices through the quality of life elements they provide. 
Such elements include open space, child care facilities and 
other neighborhood services such as libraries, neighbor-
hood-serving retail (including grocery stores), community 
centers, medical offices, personal services, locally owned 
businesses, and a pedestrian and bike-friendly environ-
ment. These elements enable residents to continue to live 
in their neighborhood as their needs change, and encour-
age neighborhood relationships. Access to these amenities 
and services at a neighborhood level enables residents to 
make many trips on foot or public transportation.

Some of these amenities, such as open space and some 
child care facilities, are maintained by the City. The City 
should consider projected growth patterns in plans for the 
growth and maintenance of these quality of life amenities. 
Other neighborhood services such as grocery stores, drug 
stores, and restaurants are provided by private parties – the 
City should support and encourage the adequate provision 
of these services whenever possible.

POLICY 12.3

Ensure new housing is sustainably supported by the 
City’s public infrastructure systems.

Projected growth will affect our local public infrastructure 
systems, especially transportation infrastructure and sys-
tems such as water, sewer and power. Realizing this, the 
City and County of San Francisco has taken a proactive 
effort in working towards interagency solutions. However, 
because provision of major infrastructure transcends city 
boundaries, long-term strategic planning also requires 

coordination with, and support from, State and regional 
agencies. It is critical that State and regional infrastructure 
funding be directly linked to the Regional Housing Needs 
Allocations (RHNA), and award plans for infill growth, 
rather than awarding vehicular capacity throughout the 
region.

With regards to transportation, the City’s long-range 
Countywide Transportation Plan guides future investment 
decisions. Managed by the San Francisco County Transpor-
tation Authority, the Plan looks at projected growth in jobs 
and housing in San Francisco, regional trends and chang-
ing needs, to provide the city’s blueprint for transportation 
system development and investment over the next 30 years.

With regards to water supply, the San Francisco Public 
Utilities Commission (SFPUC) plans for growth via the 
Urban Water Management Plan, which is updated every 
five years, and is pursuing strategies to addressing increased 
growth by means such as innovative conservation practices, 
use of recycled water, and increased use of groundwater. 
In conjunction with these plans, the PUC has established 
new connection fees to ensure that new development pays 
for the impact it places upon the supply network. The 
PUC has also recently adopted rate increases to fund voter-
approved seismic improvements to the pipe network and 
the combined sewer/stormwater system.

The city’s power networks need to be given the same co-
operative consideration. While the city is currently well 
supplied with power, and is supplementing that system 
regularly with new technologies such as wind and solar, 
aging infrastructure, funding constraints and deferred 
maintenance highlight the need for continued master plan-
ning if the emerging vision for a more sustainable system 
is to be achieved.
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Objective 13

Prioritize sustainable development in 
planning for and constructing new 
housing.

The United Nations’ definition of sustainability, also used 
by the San Francisco Sustainability Plan, states that “A 
sustainable society meets the needs of the present without 
sacrificing the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs.” Accordingly, sustainable development in San 
Francisco aims to meet all human needs – environmental, 
economic and social – across time.

San Francisco is often seen as a leader in urban sustainable 
development, because of its early adoption of a Sustainabil-
ity Plan (1997), and subsequent policies, from prohibitions 
on plastic bags and bottled water to the recently adopted 
Green Building Ordinance. However, sustainable develop-
ment does not focus solely on environmental issues. It 
should encompass the way we promote economic growth, 
so that the most vulnerable, disadvantaged residents get an 

equal share of the benefits of growth. Also critical is the 
concept of social equity, which embraces a diversity of val-
ues that are not perhaps as easily quantified as greenhouse 
gas emissions or marketplace dollars, such as housing & 
working conditions, health, educational services and recre-
ational opportunities, and general quality of life.

While San Francisco’s transit accessibility and role as a 
regional job center does promote its role as a nexus for new 
housing development, sustainability does not mean growth 
at all costs. A truly sustainable San Francisco balances 
housing production with affordability needs, infrastructure 
provision, and neighborhood culture and character. Thus, 
as the City prioritizes sustainability in housing develop-
ment, all actions need to keep in mind its broad range 
of environmental, economic and social components, by 
ensuring that housing development does not degrade en-
vironmental quality, or contribute emissions that further 
impact our resources; by promoting economic vitality so 
that all citizens have access to housing that is within their 
means and close to their workplace; and by protecting the 
rights of all citizens, including preventing their displace-
ment.

POLICY 13.1

Support “smart” regional growth that locates new 
housing close to jobs and transit.

In San Francisco, and in many of the other job centers in 
the Bay Area, workers struggle to find housing they can 
afford. At the same time, employers have difficulty recruit-
ing employees, because of the lack of affordable options 
near their locations. These trends exacerbate long-distance 
commuting, one of the primary sources of greenhouse gas 
emissions; they also negatively impact the working families 
struggling with such commutes by demanding more travel 
time and higher travel costs.

Issue 8:  
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The City should support efforts to construct more housing 
near jobs, and near transit. Yet, sustainable development 
requires consideration of the impacts of new housing. Plans 
for smart growth must work to prevent the unintended 
consequences on low-income residents, such as gentrifica-
tion and displacement, and to maintain the character and 
composition of neighborhoods for the long-term.

This answer of new housing near jobs does not apply to 
San Francisco alone. As part of the larger regional economy 
of the Bay Area, decisions made by one community - to 
limit commercial or residential growth - affect other com-
munities in the region. SB 375 attempts to address this at 
a state level, but continued efforts are required to ensure 
new residential development is planned region wide to take 
advantage of the availability of employment opportunities, 
efficient transportation systems, and community services. 
It is imperative that governing entities such as the Asso-
ciation of Bay Area Governments and the State structure 
funding and other incentives to direct local government 
policies to house their fair, “smart” share of the labor pool, 
particularly those locations close to transit. San Francisco 
should take an active role in promoting such policies, and 
discouraging funding that would enable housing develop-
ment that is not attached to the use of public transit. The 
City should also play a greater role in ensuring local and 
regional growth management strategies are coordinated 
and complementary.

POLICY 13.2

Work with localities across the region to coordinate 
the production of affordable housing region wide 
according to sustainability principles.

Because the need for housing relates to jobs which are 
provided across the region, planning for housing requires a 
regional strategy. In a true jobs-housing balance, the work-
ers are the residents of nearby housing, and housing costs 
are affordable to the local workforce. Provided the type 
and cost of housing constructed are taken into account, 
smart growth strategies can address the housing needs of 
low-income residents, while contributing to diverse com-
munities.

Construction of housing affordable to a mix of incomes 
must be provided not only in San Francisco, but through-
out the region, to allow low-income residents to reach jobs 
as well as needed services like grocery stores and child-care. 

At the present time, most of the region’s subsidized housing 
for low- and moderate-income households is concentrated 
in the central cities, including San Francisco. Communities 
throughout the Bay Area, particularly those who provide 
working opportunities for this same population, should ac-
cept responsibility for housing low- and moderate-income 
households as well. One way of addressing affordability 
needs across municipal boundaries is to explore the creation 
of a regional affordable housing fund, which could accept 
funds from both public and private sources. Another is a 
permanent state fund that would finance housing for low- 
and middle-income households, which would ease some of 
the funding uncertainty that occurs during difficult budget 
years.

POLICY 13.3

Promote sustainable land use patterns that integrate 
housing with transportation in order to increase 
transit, pedestrian, and bicycle mode share.

Sustainable land use patterns include those located close 
to jobs and transit, as noted above. But they also include 
easy access to, and multiple travel modes between, other 
services, shopping and daily needs. This could mean all ser-
vices needed are located within an easy walk of the nearby 
housing; it could also mean that such services are available 
by bike or transit, or in the best cases, by all modes. The 
common factor in sustainable land use patterns is that the 
need for a private car is limited.

To encourage walking, cycling and transit use, compre-
hensive systems must be in place. A citywide network of 
walkable streets, bike lanes that are safe for children as well 
as the elderly, and reliable, convenient, transit must be in 
place. The City should continue efforts to improve such 
networks, to make them more attractive to users. The City 
should also continue requirements and programs that link 
developers of housing to contribute towards such systems. 
Sustainable design that includes improved streets and 
transit stops adjacent to developed property, as well as the 
inclusion of mid-block crossings, alleys and bike lanes at 
larger, multi-block developments, can further incentivize 
non-automotive movement. 
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POLICY 13.4

Promote the highest feasible level of “green” 
development in both private and municipally-
supported housing.

Green development specifically relates to the environmen-
tal implications of development. Green building integrates 
the built environment with natural systems, using site 
orientation, local sources, sustainable material selection 
and window placement to reduce energy demand and 
greenhouse gas emissions.

San Francisco has for several years had a municipal green 
building ordinance, and in [give year] adopted strict green 
building standards for private construction as well. The 
City also promotes several incentive programs to encour-
age development to go beyond the requirements of the 
ordinances, including Priority permitting for LEED Gold 
certified projects, solar rebates at the local, state and federal 
level, and rebates for energy and water efficiency.

Preservation and rehabilitation of existing buildings is in 
and of itself a “green” strategy, normally consuming far less 
energy than demolition and new construction. But truly 
addressing climate change must include upgrades to these 
buildings as well. Often, features that add to the initial cost 
of a structure are highly cost-effective in terms of the life 

cycle or operating costs. For example, weatherization of 
existing housing can usually pay for itself in a short time, 
resulting in lower utility bills and housing costs. Energy 
costs, particularly, can be a burden on low-income families; 
reducing energy costs, can leave more money for housing. 
Where the City coordinates on implementation of sustain-
ability programs, priority should be given to programs 
based on their effectiveness and feasibility.
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ABAG	 Association of Bay Area Governments
ADA	 Americans with Disabilities Act
AGI	 Adjusted Gross Income
AMI	 Area Median Income
BART	 Bay Area Rapid Transit 
BIC	 Building Improvement Committee 
CAPSS	 Community Action Plan for Seismic Safety 
CEQA	 California Environmental Quality Act
CERF	 Code Enforcement Rehabilitation Fund
CHRP	 San Francisco Community Housing Rehabilitation Program
CPC	 Capital Planning Committee
DAAS	 Department of Aging and Adult Services
DAH	 Direct Access to Housing Program
DALP	 Down Payment Assistance Loan Program 
DBI	 Department of Building Inspection
DPH	 Department of Public Health
DCYF	 Department of Children Youth and Families
DHS	 Department of Human Services
DOE	 Department of the Environment
DPW	 Department of Public Works
DR	 Discretionary Review
HSA	 Human Services Agency
HDMT	 Healthy Development Measurement Tool
HOPE VI	 Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere
HOPE SF	 Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere San Francisco
HPP	 Housing Preservation Program
HRC	 Human Rights Commission
LEED	 Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
MOH	 Mayor’s Office of Housing
MONS	 Mayor’s Office of Neighborhood Services
MTC	 Metropolitan Transportation Commission 
MUNI	 San Francisco Municipal Railway
NC	 Neighborhood Commercial
OCII	 Office of Community Investment and Infrastructure
OEWD	 Office of Economic and Workforce Development
Prop 1C	 State of California Proposition 1C Grant Program
RHNA	 Regional Housing Needs Assessment
RPD	 City and County of San Francisco Recreation and Park Department
SB 375	 State of California Senate Bill #375
SFHA	 San Francisco Housing Authority
SFMTA	 San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency
SFPUC	 San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 
SFRA	 San Francisco Redevelopment Agency
SFUSD	 San Francisco United School District
SOMA	 South of Market
SRO	 Single-Room Occupancy Units
SUD	 Special Use District 
TDM	 Transportation Demand Management
TEP	 Transit Effectiveness Project
TIDF	 Transportation Impact Development Fee
VMT	 Vehicle Miles Traveled
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