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Attachment A 
Existing preservation policies in the General Plan 
 

Housing Element Policies 
 
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 structures 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. 

 
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 characteristics. 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 participation. 

Elements of community heritage can include the public realm, including open space and streets; and the 

built environment, institutions, markets, businesses that serve local needs, and special sites. Other, non-

physical aspects can include ethnicity, language, and local traditions. Development 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 conditions, and reduce displacement. Constructing housing 

that includes community components that build upon this sense of place, such as public plazas, libraries, 

community facilities, public art, and open spaces, can build a stronger sense of community heritage. And 

the development of neighborhood-specific design guidelines, as discussed above, should review local 

neighborhood characteristics that contribute to and define its character beyond the physical. 

tfrye
Text Box
ATTACHMENT A



Memo on draft Preservation Element 
April 9, 2014 

 

 5 

 
 
 
 

 

 

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, however, 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. 

Community Safety Element Policies 
POLICY 3.11 
Ensure historic resources are protected in the aftermath of a disaster. 

Preservation of the City’s historic resources is an immediate concern when damage is being assessed. 

The older construction techniques of historic buildings make them more vulnerable to damage, and if the 

damage is noted without recognition of the resources historic value, the building can be at risk of further 

damage or demolition. Accurate information about heritage resources is fundamental to ensuring 

resources are not lost. Complete survey information ensures that resource documentation of relevant 

buildings exists, and this information can be mapped and used by assessors in the tagging of buildings 

post-disaster. Since the year 2000, the Planning Department has been actively engaged in survey work 

through the Citywide Survey Program. The focus of the program is on neighborhoods that are undergoing 

long-range planning efforts or are the focus of intense development activity, but the Citywide Survey 

Program will continue survey efforts in neighborhoods outside of Area Plan study areas as resources 

become available. While that Citywide Survey is underway, the City should make use of existing survey 

information, including privately developed property reviews, and ensure it is made available to DBI and any 

other relevant contractors who may be charged with doing evaluations of damaged buildings.  Post-

disaster assessment should include an analysis of the extent of the damage to historic areas and 

resources. In a typical assessment scenario, assessors will attach a green tag if a building is structurally 

sound, a yellow tag where repairs are needed, and a red tag if the structure is uninhabitable. This system 

should ensure sufficient protection for historic resources post-disaster, in that all tagged buildings receive 

further detailed evaluation considering survey information before any steps towards demolition are taken. 

The system could also include separate placards identifying the building as a historic resource. Without 

such identification, the buildings are at risk. 

Commerce and Industry Element 
POLICY 6.8  
Preserve historically and/or architecturally important buildings or groups of buildings in neighborhood 
commercial districts. 
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Most neighborhood shopping streets are closely linked to the history of San Francisco and contain 

structures and features which document certain periods or events. A few of these buildings are designated 

landmarks while others may qualify as architecturally or historically significant or contributory buildings but 

have not yet been nominated. Some of the landmarks on shopping streets are commercial buildings as, 

for example, the Castro Theater on Castro Street, while others are institutions such as St. Francis of 

Assisi Church in North Beach or South San Francisco Opera House near Third Street. Only one existing 

historical district, the Liberty Hill Historic District, overlaps with a section of a neighborhood shopping 

street, Valencia Street. No other neighborhood commercial area has yet been designated a historical or 

conservation district although many contain examples of fine architecture and historic buildings and might 

in whole or in part qualify as districts. 

Many of San Francisco's neighborhood shopping areas were developed during the first half of this century 

and, in many cases, their growth is linked to the evolution of street car lines. Small stores for retail and 

services clustered along thoroughfares with street car service. As more residential development occurred 

around them, they attracted more and more businesses and, over time became the intensely developed, 

active shopping streets we know today. Due to their gradual development over several decades and 

replacement of old buildings with new structures, most districts do not have a uniform architectural style 

but are composed of buildings originating in various periods. They range from Victorian, Edwardian, Art 

Deco and International Style to plain, functional architecture of the post-war period. The few architecturally 

uniform shopping areas are the small shopping centers and a few commercial blocks which were built in 

the forties and fifties in the western and south-western neighborhoods, often as part of large residential 

tract development. 

A common feature of the older neighborhood shopping areas is the prevalent small-scale development 

which is based on the small lot pattern of blocks which mainly were intended for residential development. 

During the first half of the century, in cases where several lots were merged for larger commercial 

development, builders avoided the appearance of massive buildings by articulating the facades to 

resemble a series of buildings. Unfortunately, the concern about compatibility of scale was neglected in 

the sixties and seventies when large enterprises, especially financial institutions, developed imposing, out-

of-scale buildings and disturbed the existing small-scale environment. 

Another common feature of San Francisco's shopping streets is the commercial-residential mixed use of 

the buildings. In the last century, many storekeepers lived above their stores as was customary in 

European countries. This established the pattern of developing commercial units with residential flats on 

the upper floors. It was not until the forties and fifties, that single-story commercial development became 

more common in the single-family residential areas in the western and south-western part of the city. 
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Many historically and/or architecturally significant buildings or groups of buildings on neighborhood 

shopping streets already have been identified through the work of the Landmarks Advisory Board, in the 

1976 DCP architectural survey, and in special surveys such as the studies of Union Street and North 

Beach. These surveys should be systematized and extended to all neighborhood shopping streets. Those 

streets or parts of streets whose built environment represents an important historic period or are of 

outstanding architectural or aesthetic quality should be protected as historic or conservation districts. 

Those important buildings that are not part of a larger grouping should be protected as individual 

landmarks. 

Pending formal designation of districts and individual landmarks, these important buildings and groups of 

buildings should be protected, where feasible, by application of the following guidelines which are intended 

to protect and enhance the distinguished character of neighborhood shopping streets and to further the 

preservation of historically and/or architecturally significant structures and features. 

 

CONSERVATION GUIDELINES 

• The demolition of historically and/or 
architecturally important buildings should be 
avoided and their restoration should be 
encouraged. Buildings of lesser importance 
which nevertheless contribute to the character 
of the street, also should be retained and 
enhanced if feasible. 
 

 

• In renovating such structures, the design of the 
original structure should be respected. 
Renovation efforts should be guided by the 
policies of the Urban Design and Preservation 
Elements and Standards for Rehabilitation of 
the Secretary of the Interior. 
 

 

• Alterations and additions to any historically or 
architecturally important building should be 
compatible with the original building and not 
diminish its character. If original building 
components cannot be restored, contemporary 
design which respects the scale, detailing, 

• Signs on historically or architecturally 
important buildings should be designed as an 
integral part of the building and not detract 
from the architecture. All new signs, including 
business signs and billboards should be 
compatible with the existing scale of the district 
and be carefully designed not to upset the 
character of the district. 
 

 

• Positive urban design elements of the 
streetscape such as the proportion of street and 
sidewalk to adjacent building heights, 
landscaping and street trees, artwork and street 
furniture should be preserved and enhanced 
with the goal of maintaining and improving the 
established character and yet allowing the 
many functions of a neighborhood oriented, 
commercial area to be carried out in a pleasant 
and attractive environment.  
 

 

• New development near buildings of historic or 
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material and color of the original structure, is 
permissible. Where possible, special attention 
should be paid to restoration of original 
storefronts as they are essential components of 
neighborhood shopping areas.  
 

 

• Business signs are important features in 
neighborhood commercial areas. Distinguished 
old signs, especially those identifying historic 
businesses and landmark buildings should be 
preserved. Old signs painted directly on walls 
should be preserved and not be painted over if 
they are of historic or aesthetic quality. 

architectural importance should harmonize 
with the historic fabric. Slavish imitation of 
historic styles should be avoided and innovative 
new architecture which contributes positively 
to the established urban design character of the 
district, encouraged. The design of new 
structures should establish linkages with design 
characteristics of the surrounding buildings 
such as building height, massing, height of 
stories, window proportions and framing, 
material and color, horizontal and vertical 
articulation, set-backs, stairs and other design 
elements. 
 

 

• New development in historic or conservation 
districts, should respect the existing 
development pattern and scale, height of 
adjacent buildings, open space corridors in the 
interior of the block, facade design and rhythm, 
and special features characteristic of buildings 
in the particular district. 

 

Urban Design Element 
POLICY 2.4  
Preserve notable landmarks and areas of historic, architectural or aesthetic value, and promote the 
preservation of other buildings and features that provide continuity with past development. 

Older buildings that have significant historical associations, distinctive design or characteristics 

exemplifying the best in past styles of development should be permanently preserved. The efforts of the 

Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board should be supported and strengthened, and a continuing search 

should be made for new means to make landmarks preservation practical both physically and financially. 

Criteria for judgment of historic value and design excellence should be more fully developed, with attention 

both to individual buildings and to areas or districts. Efforts for preservation of the character of these 

landmarks should extend to their surroundings as well. Preservation measures should not, however, be 

entirely bound by hard-and-fast rules and labels, since to some degree all older structures of merit are 

worthy of preservation and public attention. Therefore, various kinds and degrees of recognition are 

required, and the success of the preservation program will depend upon the broad interest and 

involvement of property owners, improvement associations and the public at large. 
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POLICY 2.5  
Use care in remodeling of older buildings, in order to enhance rather than weaken the original character of 
such buildings. 

Although the Landmarks Preservation Advisory Board and other agencies have certain powers relative to 

the exterior remodeling of designated landmarks, the problem of detrimental remodelings is far broader. 

The character and style of older buildings of all types and degrees of merit can be needlessly hidden and 

diminished by misguided improvements. Architectural advice, and where necessary and feasible the 

assistance of public programs, should be sought in order to assure than the richness of the original design 

and its materials and details will be restored Care in remodelings should be exercised in both residential 

and commercial areas. Along commercial streets, the signs placed on building facades must be in 

keeping with the style and scale of the buildings and street, and must not interfere with architectural lines 

and details. Compatible signs require the skills of architects and graphics designers. In commercial areas 

as well as residential neighborhoods, the interest and participation of property owners and occupants 

should be enlisted in these efforts to retain and improve design quality. 
 
POLICY 2.6  
Respect the character of older development nearby in the design of new buildings. 

Similar care should be exercised in the design of new buildings to be constructed near historic landmarks 

and in older areas of established character. The new and old can stand next to one another with pleasing 

effects, but only if there is a similarity or successful transition in scale, building form and proportion. The 

detail, texture, color and materials of the old should be repeated or complemented by the new. 

Often, as in the downtown area and many district centers, existing buildings provide strong facades that 

give continuous enclosure to the street space or to public plazas. This established character should also 

be respected. In some cases, formal height limits and other building controls may be required to assure 

that prevailing heights or building lines or the dominance of certain buildings and features will not be 

broken by new construction. 

 
POLICY 2.7  
Recognize and protect outstanding and unique areas that contribute in an extraordinary degree to San 
Francisco's visual form and character. 

All areas of San Francisco contribute in some degree to the visual form and image of the city. All require 

recognition and protection of their significant positive assets. Some areas may be more fortunately 

endowed than others, however, with unique characteristics for which the city is famous in the world at 

large. Where areas are so outstanding, they ought to be specially recognized in urban design planning 

and protected, if the need arises, from inconsistent new development that might upset their unique 

character. 
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These areas do not have buildings of uniform age and distinction, or individual features that can be readily 

singled out for preservation. It is the combination and eloquent interplay of buildings, landscaping, 

topography and other attributes that makes them outstanding. For that reason, special review of building 

proposals may be required to assure consistency with the basic character and scale of the area. 

Furthermore, the participation of neighborhood associations in these areas in a cooperative effort to 

maintain the established character, beyond the scope of public regulation, is essential to the long-term 

image of the areas and the city. 
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