
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paper is the result of research conducted in 2011 as an Urban and Regional Policy Fellow for the German Marshall Fund of the United 
States (GMFUS). The views expressed here are my own and do not reflect those of the GMFUS or of my employer, the City of San 
Francisco’s Planning Department. 

CENTRAL CORRIDOR PROJECT POLICY PAPER 
 

 
 

Capitalizing on  
De-Industrialization to  
Sustainably Address the  
Demands of  
Growth & Modernization 
 
 
Steve Wertheim 



Wertheim - Central Corridor Policy Paper 

 2

Executive Summary 
 
The central research question of this report is to understand how cities can capitalize on the de-
industrialization of their urban core to sustainably address the demands of growth and 
modernization. 1 This research is relevant to my work in de-industrializing parts of San 
Francisco – particularly those well served by transit and adjacent to the downtown. Key findings 
from this research include that San Francisco should emulate the following best practices found 
in Europe: 
 

• In terms of governance,  
o Lyon’s regional government that addresses regional land use and economic issues 

at the appropriate scale, and  
o Torino’s collaborative planning efforts that fostered buy-in and collaboration 

across a wide range of stakeholders, 
 

• In terms of housing,  
o Torino’s balance of supply and demand that creates affordability without 

requiring subsidies or other programs, and 
o Amsterdam’s alternative land- and housing-ownership models that reduce some 

of the profit motive from this essential public good,  
 

• In terms of economic development, Lyon’s linkage of economic development and 
land use principles that benefits both realms, 

 
• In terms of connectivity,  

o Torino’s undergrounding of a railroad line, thereby removing physical and 
psychological barriers between neighborhoods and enhancing  economic and 
social cohesion, and 

o Copenhagen’s thorough bicycle network that entices residents to utilize this free, 
non-polluting source of transportation, 

 
• In terms of complete communities,  

o Lyon and Copenhagen’s prominence of architectural and landscape design to 
dramatically reduce energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions,  

o Amsterdam and Lyon’s use of iconic architecture to revitalize redeveloping 
neighborhoods,  

o Amsterdam’s support of building additions that economically support their 
existing historic buildings and thereby their cultural heritage, and  

o Torino’s public benefits policies that create ample new urban open space to 
benefit the physical and mental wellbeing of their people.  

 

                                                 
1  I am exceedingly grateful to the German Marshall Fund of the United States for extending me the privilege of urban field work in 

four wonderful European cities, and returning me to San Francisco with a better understanding of the possibilities for my city. In 
the field of urban planning, best practices spread slowly (compared to such fields as technology). While people have similar 
needs around the world, the complexity and richness of cities necessitates that such best practices must be experienced in their 
milieu, and not just heard about. Only then can one truly understand the brilliance, poignancy, frustration, and other inherent 
emotions that inform policy options and choices.  
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Background 
 
 
POLICY CHALLENGE 
 
My research focused on understanding how cities can capitalize on the de-industrialization of 
their urban core to sustainably address the demands of growth and modernization. Specifically, 
I aimed to learn how European cities determine how to redevelop these areas, what 
implementation strategies were utilized, and their relative success, in terms of their ability to 
maintain and enhance the quality-of-life of their citizens.2  
 
The purpose of this research was to find inspirational ideas and practical lessons for my work for 
the Planning Department of the City of San Francisco. Specifically, I was looking for ideas and 
lessons pertinent to our Central Corridor Project, which will result in new land use controls for a 
98-acre historically industrial area in the city’s South of Market (SoMa) neighborhood.3 Because 
of its adjacency to downtown and development potential, this area has been identified as key to 
addressing the city’s substantial growth and modernization pressures.4  
 
 
CASE STUDIES 
 
In general, European cities provide an excellent venue to research my policy question. European 
cities have similarly walkable land use patterns and relatively high-density rates, especially 
compared to most car-oriented and low-density North American cities. Additionally, growth in 
European cities is often directed towards the core, as opposed to the periphery – a necessity in 
San Francisco, since our city has water on three sides and mountains on the other.  
 

                                                 
2  Here and throughout this paper, the term “quality-of-life” is used as a term of art describing the capacity of individuals to live a 

fulfilling existence. One’s physical and social environment is only one, albeit important, facet of what facilitates a high quality-of-
life. 

3  These 98 acres represent a subset of the overall 317-acre Plan Area, which extends into the traditional downtown and other non-
industrial areas. 

4  In terms of growth, the San Francisco Bay Area’s regional planning agency is projecting that the region will add two million 
residents and a million jobs in the next 30 years. Best practices in the planning profession dictate that such growth should be 
concentrated in dense, walkable, and transit-oriented communities that can offer a high quality-of-life while minimizing the 
emission of greenhouse gases, and without causing the displacement of lower income communities. The Central Corridor 
provides an excellent opportunity to fulfill all of these planning goals, given its proximity to downtown, its dense urban fabric, its 
excellent transit access (including a new $1.5 billion “Central Subway” line set to open in 2018). Also, the industrial nature of a 
large part of this study area minimizes the threat of residential displacement.  

 In terms of modernizaton, macroeconomic forces have engendered the de-industrialization of San Francisco in recent decades, 
shifting employment into the service and knowledge economies. In the Central Corridor, many of these modern uses exist, 
including the center of San Francisco’s thriving high tech and digital media industries. However, the Central Corridor still 
contains a large industrial area whose current zoning controls prohibit new office or housing development. While it is still 
necessary for the city to contain some amount of industrial uses, such uses are better located farther from the city center, where 
truck access is better and there are less potential conflicts with surrounding use.  

 In addition to changes in use, the potential for modernization includes increasingly making the city more environmentally 
sustainable, by reducing our emission of greenhouse gases, improving water conservation, etc. While San Francisco has green-
oriented building codes and the density that supports alternative transportation (i.e., anything but driving alone), there is still 
the opportunity to look at these issues from more of a district-level.  

http://www.sf-planning.org/index.aspx?page=2557
http://www.onebayarea.org/plan_bay_area/land_use.htm
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Given time and resource constraints, it was necessary to focus my research on a limited number 
of European cities. To determine which to visit and study, I undertook an evaluation based on 
the following three criteria: 
 

• Which cities provide relevant case studies for my policy question?  
• How did these cities address my policy question?  
• Where could I accomplish the most with limited time in each city?  
 

To answer the first question, I sought cities with similar circumstances to San Francisco’s in 
terms of physical characteristics, development and modernization pressure, and industrial 
trajectory. To answer the second question, I looked for case studies involving strategies that 
could prove applicable in San Francisco. To answer the third question, I focused on cities where 
I could easily establish connections and access relevant information.5 Based on these screening 
criteria, I chose to conduct my research in Torino (Italy), Lyon (France), Amsterdam (the 
Netherlands), and Copenhagen (Denmark). A brief context for each city and its applicability to 
my research is provided below. 
 
Torino 
 
Torino is the central city of Italy’s Piemonte (Piedmont) region, with a population of 900,000 in 
a region of 1.3 million.6 For much of the 20th Century, Torino was an industrial town. The 
retrenchment of manufacturing starting in the 1970s decimated the city, resulting in a loss of 
hundreds of thousands of jobs, a third of its residents, and in many ways the city’s wealth and 
identity. Huge swaths of the city’s industrial land became underutilized or completely 
abandoned. The ongoing revitalization of the city is largely focused on redeveloping this 
industrial land, much of it strung along a linear transportation network called “La Spina” (the 
Spine) that aptly runs through the heart of the city. 7  
 
Lyon 
 
Lyon is France’s second largest city, with a population of nearly 500,000 in a region of 1.5 
million. Lyon has a thriving industrial sector, largely located away from the inner core of the 
city. By comparison, one industrial district immediately adjacent to downtown (La Confluence) 
and another a bit further out (Carre de Soire) have largely been abandoned and are the focus of 
intensive redevelopment efforts on the part of the city.8  
 
Amsterdam 
 
Amsterdam is the Netherlands capital and largest city, with 750,000 people in a region of 1 
million. A historically important trading center, Amsterdam’s port and industrial fortunes 

                                                 
5  This search was informed both by the city’s participation in the GMFUS’ Transatlantic Cities Network and the likelihood that 

interviewees would be fluent in English. 

6  Regional population is used to describe the urbanized area including and surrounding the city. 

7  For more information on Torino’s remarkable renaissance see this City Report by the Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion. 

8  The two areas will be the main focus of my analysis. In brief, La Confluence is a brownfield redevelopment project on 
approximately 170 acres of land proximate to downtown Lyon. The site has ambitious architectural and sustainability goals and 
aims to achieve a new city center, with important retail and entertainment attractions. Carre de Soie is a brownfield 
redevelopment project of approximately 1,200 acres further from the regional core, in the adjacent towns of Villeurbanne and 
Vaulx-en-Velin. It is targeted to be more of a middle-income residential center with limited office and more local-serving retail 
amenities.  

http://www.lyon-confluence.fr/index.php?sad_flag_ID=2
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&sqi=2&ved=0CB0QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Feprints.lse.ac.uk%2F5134%2F1%2FCASEreport41.pdf&ei=9ZT7TrP4DOGuiALm_aXSAw&usg=AFQjCNEHR09aRbbC7xp3XiS08RtfslqKJw
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declined in the mid-20th Century with the rise of containerization and larger vessels. Amsterdam 
has wholly repurposed their industrial port into predominantly residential medium density 
housing, including important projects next to downtown like the East Docklands and the 
Noordwarts redevelopment nearby.  
 
Copenhagen 
  
Copenhagen is Denmark’s capital and primary city, with 500,000 people in a region of 1.2 
million. Compared to many European cities, Copenhagen was never highly industrialized, 
though shipping was important. One of the few significant industrial redevelopment 
opportunities is at the site of the former Carlsberg Brewing facility, a 75-acre site located in the 
center of the city. Another important redevelopment site is the North Harbor, close to 
downtown but a bit isolated on a peninsula.  
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Analysis 
 
In each city I studied key policies and implementation strategies intended to capitalize on the 
de-industrialization of their urban core to sustainably address the demands of growth and 
modernization. I focused on potential lessons for San Francisco and particularly the 
aforementioned Central Corridor Project. My analysis consisted of assessing the redevelopment 
policies,9 implementation strategies, and relative successes by policy area. The policy areas I 
focused on are governance, housing, economic development, connectivity, and complete 
communities. These are discussed in turn, below. For each, I identified a particular area of 
concern for the Central Corridor Project, examined how this issue was addressed in relevant 
case studies, and assess how appropriate lessons may be incorporated back into the Central 
Corridor and other planning projects in San Francisco.10  
 
 
GOVERNANCE 
 
Area of Concern 
 
The manner in which a society makes and implements its decisions is critical to its ability to 
support a high quality of life for its citizens. An important aspect of this is addressing issues at 
their appropriate scale. For example, many prominent civic issues are regional in scope, and 
thus best addressed on scale bigger than the city itself.11 However, in the San Francisco Bay 
Area, there are over 100 separate jurisdictions making independent land use policy and 
decisions. While there is a nominal level of discussion between jurisdictions at the regional level, 
the end result is the tendency towards sprawling land use patterns that often disregard the 
environmental and social benefits of transit-oriented development. For a centralized and 
transit-rich location such as the Central Corridor, this may result in the continued 
underutilization of the land.  
 
A second concern is that many planning processes are not considered collaborative by members 
of the community or other important stakeholders. In San Francisco, this results in considerable 
friction, often delaying projects at every level and resulting in sub-optimal results. In the Central 
Corridor, this could result in a mismatch between overall demand and development cycles, 
limiting our ability to sustainably develop.  
 
Given the opportunity for regionally important transit-oriented development in the Central 
Corridor, and the desire to have a collaborative and successful plan, my analysis focused on how 
European cities pursue effective regional governance and collaborative planning efforts.  
 
 
                                                 
9  The use of the term “redevelopment” in this report is meant in the generic sense of the changing of the fundamental land uses of 

an area, and not in the technical sense of “Redevelopment”, which connotes government entities with particular roles of powers 
to engender land transformation. 

10  It is worth noting that these perspectives are my own, and do not reflect that of the San Francisco Planning Department, the 
German Marshall Fund of the United States, or any other entity. 

11  Examples of issues best addressed at the regional level include land use, economic development, transportation, and 
environmental stewardship.  
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Plan was borne out of both national political and local economic crises that came to a head in 
the early 1990s. Recognizing a limited opportunity to act, the City government created a civic 
dialogue that brought together leaders (new and old) from all areas of Torino’s society.16 
Although many of the ideas that eventually filled the Strategic Plan were already contained in 
the City’s Master Plan, the Strategic Plan had the imprimatur of being a collectively created and 
approved document. Therefore, the entire city was able to “own” it, and to be responsible for 
supporting its far-reaching vision to create an internationally renowned and connected city with 
high quality of life for its citizens. Without this grassroots support, it is likely that the City would 
not have been able to enact much of this vision, including the called for improvements along La 
Spina. Such improvements included the creation at various nodes of dense infill development, a 
new office center, and new cultural pole, and the re-organizing regional transit patterns through 
this area.17 The Strategic Plan represented the first such effort of its kind in Italy, and has 
become a blueprint for numerous subsequent civic visioning efforts around the country.  
 
Key Lessons for San Francisco 
 
There is much San Francisco, and the Bay Area, can learn from the successes of Lyon’s 
regionalism. Admittedly, for the foreseeable future Lyon will remain a paragon, as regional 
zoning and other land use regulation in the Bay Area is fiercely opposed by individual 
jurisdictions. However, the Bay Area is currently involved in a collective land use visioning 
process called the Sustainable Communities Strategy.18 To the degree that it can learn and share 
visions for the future of the Central Corridor and other prominent projects, it is critical that San 
Francisco takes a prominent role in this process. San Francisco can also advocate at other levels, 
such as the state, for regulations that reduce competition between jurisdictions and support 
transit-oriented development. This could include tax sharing strategies and pricing policies that 
direct growth and infrastructure in sustainable ways.  
 
There is also much the Planning Department can learn from Torino’s collaborative planning 
efforts and the success it has engendered. In an effort to improve our public outreach and 
engagement, the Central Corridor Plan process has expanded its range of tools beyond the 
public workshop to focused meetings with interested stakeholder groups, online surveys, 
walking tours, and a popup store in the community to discuss the project. Given initial feedback 
on this work, it is already apparent that the final plan will benefit from this enhanced 
collaboration.  
 
 
HOUSING 
 
Area of Concern 
 
Housing is our most expensive commodity and a most basic need. In San Francisco, the 
undersupply of housing relative to demand has led to prices that are unaffordable to all but the 

                                                 
16  The 57 signatories of the final plan included government leaders such as the Mayor, business leaders in important sectors like 

banking, auto manufacturing, and agriculture, and the heads of important regional institutions such as the local Polytechnic 
University. 

17  Some of these development strategies will be discussed in more detail below.  

18  For more information, see Plan Bay Area. 
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anything more than inspirational, the City and region still need to be proactive wherever 
possible and keep the long-term view in mind.  
 
 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
 
Area of Concern 
 
The City recognizes the limited influence of local government over economic matters.26 And yet, 
to remain a successful city, San Francisco needs a strong economy – particularly one that 
provides quality jobs for our residents.27 Unfortunately, over the past three decades, there has 
been negligible job growth in San Francisco, as much of the region’s jobs have chosen to locate 
in suburban office parks.28 Only recently have we witnessed some shift in this pattern, as 
growing technology companies are looking for space in the city to help attract their urban-
oriented workforce. The Central Corridor is uniquely positioned to capitalize on this 
opportunity, as it is adjacent to the city’s existing cluster of technology firms, and has the space 
to provide up to tens of thousands of jobs, depending on the plans final zoning and height 
controls. Given the opportunity for new economic development in the Central Corridor, my 
analysis focused on what strategies European cities utilized to support job growth in their 
formerly industrial areas.   
 
Case Study – Promoting Economic Development in Lyon 
 
In general, the cities I visited were not looking to their formerly industrial areas as an area for 
economic development. Mostly, city leaders and planners were focused on housing 
development, which supports the creation of only a nominal number of jobs in retail, education, 
and other services. Indeed, most of the cities visited were not strongly focused on economic 
development at the local level.  
 
The obvious exception was Lyon.29 Similar to land use issues (discussed above), Lyon addresses 
economic development problems at the regional level. This arrangement has profound 
advantages in the ability to identify a regional economic strategy and tie it to land use policy. 
Part of this regional strategy has been to actively maintain and enhance their vibrant industrial 
sector – a remarkable strategy given that de-industrialization is considered a fait accompli in so 
many other Western cities.30 By maintaining this existing sector, there is less of a demand in 
Lyon to grow other sectors – and less space in which to do it. This regional economic perspective 
also enables Lyon to ascertain the amount and location of land necessary for industry or other 
types of employment, and to recognize when areas such as the Confluence are no longer needed 
to fulfill this role.  
                                                 
26  For example, local governments have very limited influence over the overall strength of the economy, the cost of currency, and 

the cost of labor – including unionization rates and immigration policy.  

27  That is, jobs that provide career ladders and high wage relative to the worker’s educational achievement. 

28  The allure of these office parks is often their freeway accessibility. But with the ascendency of Silicon Valley, many firms have 
chosen to locate in these areas based on prestige and proximity to other important firms.  

29  Insight into economic development policy in Lyon is based on site visits and interviews with the following people, conducted 
during the week of June 13-17, 2011: Per Justesen and Hajo Bakker at Grand Lyon, Jacque de Chilly at ADERLY, Patrice Berger 
at the City of Lyon, and Sylive Josse at Grand Lyon - La Confluence. 

30  Maintaining these industries in light of global trends requires substantial perseverance and engagement on the part of Grand 
Lyon. Beneficial strategies include identifying critical economic clusters (foremost, in this case, being life science and green 
chemistry), limiting intra-regional competition, supporting connections between industry and technology developers (such as 
local universities), and providing global marketing support through the quasi-governmental (ADERLY).  

http://www.aderly.com
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Despite this regional visioning, Lyon has not fulfilled all of its economic goals. Most 
prominently, the region has failed to accomplish its desire of developing a strong office sector. 
For example, the Confluence project contains plans for two office towers. However, development 
of office towers is barely even occurring in Lyon’s Central Business District, because the market 
rents for office space are too low to justify the construction cost for such developments.31 
Therefore, there was little expectation that these office towers would be realized in the less 
central Confluence.   
 
Key Lessons for San Francisco 
 
Certainly, the continued success of Lyon’s industrial sector, and the efforts undertaken on its 
behalf, provides tangible proof of the upsides of regional economic planning. While centralized 
regional land use and economic development authority is not being considered in the San 
Francisco Bay Area at this time, the region could engage in regional economic visioning, which 
can inform the strategies and policies of individual jurisdictions within the region.32  
 
Another lesson for San Francisco is to be positioned to best utilize the market. When the 
economy is weak (such as Lyon’s office market), there is very little a city can do. However, when 
the market is strong, the City needs to have its plans in place to be ready to direct that 
development in appropriate locations – i.e., those well served by transit and where displacement 
of other essential businesses or populations will be minimal. The Central Corridor is an obvious 
example of such an area, and as such, the City needs to be prepared to direct growth to this area 
as the region’s economy once again begins to grow.33  
 
 
CONNECTIVITY 
 
Area of Concern 
 
Connectivity encompasses all modes of transportation, especially those such as walking, 
bicycling, and transit usage that do not require reliance on a private vehicle. A lack of 
connectivity limits the potential for community connections and economic development. In San 
Francisco, the Central Corridor area is well connected regionally by access to two freeways and 
multiple regional rail lines. While regional connectivity is good, local connectivity is lacking. 
Within the Central Corridor area, there is a lack of regular bus service along the long east-west 
blocks.34 Car- and truck-choked roads make bicycling unpleasant and unsafe, even along 
designated bicycle routes. Long, industrially-oriented blocks make walking unpleasant. The 
elevated eight-lane I-80 freeway bisects the South of Market neighborhood, limiting connections 
to a series of dark, unpleasant underpasses. Given the transportation challenges facing the 

                                                 
31  It was noted that if you could afford such rents in France, you would be located in Paris. 

32  Such potential for such regional economic visioning received a boost with the November 2011 award of a nearly $5 million 
Sustainable Communities Grant from the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to the Bay Area’s regional 
agencies. 

33  San Francisco knows well the risk of not having a location to direct growth: during the dot.com boom at the turn of the century, 
new jobs were not strategically directed, and the result was the displacement of a wide swatch of lower-paying but vital non-
profit, arts, and other community-enhancing organizations. The negative ramifications of this time still greatly inform all land 
use planning in San Francisco.  

34  Recent transportation planning efforts have identified this area for improvement, but such improvements are a couple of years 
away at minimum, pending environmental review and identification of capital. 
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difficulty is that these amenities come with a substantial price tag that was factored into the cost 
of the development (to be paid for by new residents), but in the current economy is dragging the 
ability to move forward with the development. Therefore, there is consideration within the 
development team of whether to pull back on the amenities package, or to try to wait until the 
market can accommodate development that will support these amenities as well. 
 
Key Lessons for San Francisco 
 
For San Francisco, the lessons from these cities for creating complete communities in the 
Central Corridor project area are manifold. Lyon and Copenhagen show the potential for 
utilizing the opportunity of redevelopment to create ecologically sustainable areas. While we 
have many green buildings, San Francisco will need to investigate strategies to create shared 
efficiencies between buildings in terms of heating, cooling, energy, and water. Incorporating 
such strategies into the neighborhood plan itself can help identify and act on efficiencies in 
infrastructure and financing.  
 
Amsterdam (and perhaps more so Lyon) show the potential of outstanding architecture to create 
iconic buildings and neighborhoods, thereby supporting both development and a high quality of 
life. To achieve such standards in the Central Corridor, San Francisco may need to consider 
raising architectural standards by formalizing peer-to-peer design review and/or revising our 
internal processes to support architectural innovation. With increased land values, it may also 
be possible for developments to attract the interest of top architects to the area.  
 
Amsterdam and Copenhagen show the power of maintaining historic resources in the context of 
a transformed neighborhood. San Francisco will need to ensure that we protect our most 
important existing buildings, and support their rehabilitation potentially by allowing additions 
to and around them.  
 
Torino shows the value of parks and open space, the realization of which in San Francisco will 
likely require the acquisition and transformation of underutilized land. To pay for this, San 
Francisco will need to continue applying impact fees on new development, and also seek 
additional sources of revenue. For vibrant streets, San Francisco must not be lured in by the 
fiscal promise of malls, and instead continue to support fine-grained, walkable retail streets that 
are our city’s staple. Our own burgeoning parklet program is a major component of this strategy. 

http://sfpavementtoparks.sfplanning.org/



