
 

Memo 

 

 

DATE:  August 10, 2016 

TO:  Architectural Review Committee (ARC) of the Historic 

Preservation Commission 

FROM:  Eiliesh Tuffy, Preservation Planner, (415) 575-9191 

REVIEWED BY: Tim Frye, Historic Preservation Officer, (415) 575-6822 

RE: Review and Comment for Golden Triangle Light Standards 

   Case No. 2016-007806COA 

    

The Planning Department (Department) and Pacific Gas & Electric company (PG&E or Sponsor) are 

requesting review and comment before the Architectural Review Committee (ARC) regarding the 

proposal to install cast-fiberglass posts with LED light fixtures to fully replace the historic cast-iron and 

arc lamp Golden Triangle Light Standards designated as City Landmark No. 233 under Article 10, 

Sections 1004 and 1004.4 of the Planning Code.    

 

BACKGROUND 

The ca. 1915 light standards, located in the triangular-shaped geographic area bounded by Market, 

Mason and Sutter Streets (not including alleys), were installed curbside throughout the commercial retail 

district surrounding Union Square. The decorative cast iron fixtures incorporated amber glass light 

globes to diminish ultra-violet rays of light and at the same time illuminate the streets and public 

sidewalks. Highly stylized acanthus leaves along with a fluted shaft and scrolled modillions decorate the 

street fixtures.  

 

Each cast iron and glass light standard measures 22-feet from sidewalk to top-of-fixture and weighs over 

1 ton. The dual-lamp torchere and finial at the top of each fixture is supported internally by a 4-inch 

diameter pipe, set in concrete. The original glass globes have been replaced over time with similar globes 

made of new materials. There are approximately 189 Golden Triangle light standards standing today. Of 

the remaining fixtures, 24 have had their cast iron cladding repaired or replaced in-kind when accidents 

made them impossible to repair.  

 

 The Golden Triangle Light Standards were designated under city ordinance in 2003 as Landmark 

No. 233. In addition to local landmark status, the light standards are located within boundaries of 

the Kearny-Market-Mason-Sutter Conservation District, the C-3 (Downtown Retail) Zoning 

District, and an 80-130-F Height and Bulk District. All fixtures are located in the public right-of-

way, and are lit and maintained by the Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E). While the 

Golden Triangle Light Standards are not specifically called out in the Kearny-Market-Mason-

Sutter Conservation District, they have a connection to the history of the downtown commercial 

retail district and they are extant historic fabric from the district’s period of significance. 

 

The Landmark Designation Report identified the following criteria for eligibility, period of significance, 

and features to be preserved: 
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National Register Criteria 

Criterion A: Association with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of 

our history. 

Associated with the Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915 and the development of merchant 

businesses in the present-day Union Square retail district of San Francisco. 

 

Criterion B: Association with the lives of persons significant in our past. 

Association with Walter D’Arcy Ryan, Chief of Illumination for the Panama-Pacific International 

Exposition of 1915 and Director of the Illuminating Laboratory for the General Electric Company during 

the early 20th century. Association with J.W. Gosling, a lighting designer who also worked in the 

illuminating Laboratory for the General Electric Company in the early 20th century and designed lighting 

effects for the Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915. 

 

Criterion C: Embody distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or that 

represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant and 

distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual distinction. 

The light standards typify early 20th century innovations in street lighting and embody characteristics of 

the City Beautiful movement.  

 

Period of Significance: 1915-1918, to correspond with the manufacture and installation of the original 

light standards.  

 

Features that should be preserved: 

1. Decorative metal standards (Meaning the metal base, pole, and top.) 

2. San Francisco Carrara-Style Glass globes (8-panel, ribbed amber glass globe). 

3. Existence within the Triangle District, which is bordered by Market, Mason and Sutter Streets. 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The Sponsor proposes to replace all of the remaining historic cast iron and amber glass light standards 

with replica fixtures using substitute materials. The new fixtures would be cast in fiberglass using molds 

created from the historic light standards to replicate the size, design and decorative ornament of the 

originals. 

 

The Sponsor proposes the project in response to failures of the light fixtures in recent years that have 

resulted in third-party property damage. PG&E stated the cause of the structural failures as corrosion of 

the internal steel-core support pole combined with high wind conditions. The utility company estimates 

that 60 fixtures require some level of maintenance: 50 requiring a new foundation, new interior steel 

support pole, and new exterior cladding; 10 requiring new exterior cladding only.  

 

As part of the project, PG&E has fabricated a mock-up of the proposed fiberglass light standard 

manufactured to the desired standard. The bases, which are most prone to impact, are proposed to be cast 

½” thick to resist cracking. The fiberglass would be painted dark gray in a finish to replicate cast iron 

metal. Members of the Architectural Review Committee will have an opportunity to conduct a site visit to 

view the substitute material for compatibility with the historic cast iron fixtures in the field.        
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OTHER ACTIONS REQUIRED 

The proposed project is being brought to the ARC for comment prior to review by the HPC of a request 

for a Certificate of Appropriateness for alterations to city Landmark No. 233 pursuant to Article 10 of the 

Planning Code.  

 

STAFF ANALYSIS 

The Department seeks the advice of the ARC regarding compatibility of the project with Article 10 of the 

Planning Code, the designating Ordinance, the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

(Secretary’s Standards) and with Preservation Brief 16: The Use of Substitute Materials on Historic Building 

Exterior. The Department would like the ARC to consider the following information: 

 

Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

Standard #2 

The historic character of a property shall be retained and preserved. The removal of historic 

materials or alteration of features and spaces that characterize a property shall be avoided. 

  

Standard #5 

Distinctive features, finishes, and construction techniques or examples of craftsmanship that 

characterize a historic property shall be preserved. 

 

Standard #6 

Deteriorated historic features shall be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature shall match the old in 

design, color, texture, and other visual qualities and, where possible, materials. Replacement of 

missing features shall be substantiated by documentary, physical, or pictorial evidence. 

 

Preservation Brief 16: The Use of Substitute Materials on Historic Building Exteriors  

The National Park Service brief on substitute materials states that “all preservation options 

should be explored thoroughly before substitute materials are used” and calls out 4 

circumstances that warrant the consideration of substitute materials: 

1. the unavailability of historic materials; 

Cast iron is still a material that is readily available to create replacement light standard 

pieces. 

2. the unavailability of skilled craftsmen; 

The sponsor packets indicate that a manufacturer of replacement cast iron light standard 

pieces is in operation and molds exist from which new iron could be cast. 

3. inherent flaws in the original materials; and 

The outer cast iron cladding pieces appear to have normal levels of deterioration, 

particularly rusting at unfinished edges, for metal of its age. The durability of the 

original material has been evidenced over the course of their 97 year lifespan to date. 

4. code-required changes (which in many cases can be extremely destructive of historic 

resources). 

There are no known codes preventing the use of cast iron in this application. Title 24 

requirements encourage the use of energy efficient lighting sources, which could be 

addressed by retrofitting the fixtures with light-level appropriate LED bulbs. 
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The brief outlines the Pros and Cons of substitute materials, including the sponsor’s proposed material of 

choice: fiberglass. Advantages of fiberglass include a high material strength-to-weight ratio, good 

molding ability, the ability to take paint well, ease of installation, and corrosions/rot resistance. 

Disadvantages of fiberglass include combustibility, damage upon impact, and the need for frequently-

placed expansion joints.  

 

Based on the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation and the National Park Service’s 

publication, “Preservation Brief 16: The Use of Substitute Materials on Historic Building Exteriors”, the 

project as proposed does not meet the criteria outlined to support replacement of the historic Golden 

Triangle Light Standards.  
 
Recommendations: 

 The proposed project would result in a 100% loss the existing cast iron cladding, which is the predominant 

character-defining feature of the designated landmark. A project resulting in the complete loss of original 

historic fabric would call into question the validity of the Article 10 Landmark Designation. 

 While fiberglass has the advantage of good molding ability to replicate decorative ornament and takes paint 

well, the visibility of the expansion joints if they would introduce visual breaks in the cladding material is a 

detail of concern. The bases of the fixtures appear to be most prone to damage from collision, which raises 

concerns about fiberglass as a substitute material that is fragile to impact. The existing cast iron cladding 

appears to be in sound condition, with rust occurring primarily at unpainted surfaces where cladding 

sections adjoin with one another.  

 Because cast iron and glass are materials still readily available and that manufacturers are capable of 

replicating the historic light standard from molds of the original, the Department recommends that historic 

fabric be retained and repaired. Cast iron cladding that is beyond repair should first be replaced using 

historic cast iron pieces currently available at the sponsor’s storage yard. Once historic pieces have been 

exhausted, new cast iron should be installed to match the old in design, color, texture, and other visual 

qualities. Should cast iron, or the craftsmen to create replacements, no longer exist then a substitute 

materials should be considered.   

 As part of PG&E’s ongoing maintenance plans for the light standards, regularly scheduled inspections of 

the interior steel support poles and water infiltration should be conducted. Fixtures found to be in danger of 

structural failure should be repaired through the installation of new, sound interior steel that is protected 

from corrosion without altering the appearance of the historic cast iron cladding. 

 As examples of existing historic fabric from the period of significance of the surrounding Art. 11 

Conservation District, it is recommended that the historic cast iron cladding be retained to maintain as 

much of the historic character of the district as is feasible.   

REQUESTED ACTION 
Specifically, the Department seeks comments on: 

 The project recommendations proposed by staff. 

 The compatibility of the project with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards. 

ATTACHMENTS 
● Photos 

● Project sponsor submittal entitled, “SF Golden Triangle Ornamental Streetlights: Fiberglass 

Replacement Alternative & Pilot”, dated May 11th, 2016 

● Landmark No. 233, Designating Ordinance 

● Preservation Brief 16: The Use of Substitute Materials on Historic Building Exteriors (National Park Service; 

Sept., 1988) 



Existing Cast Iron and Glass Light Standard 



Proposed Fiberglass Light Standard 





Streetscape: Sutter Street, between Kearny & Grant 



Streetscape: Powell Street at Sutter, looking south 



Streetscape: Powell Street at Geary, looking south 
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SF Golden Triangle Ornamental Streetlights  
Fiberglass Replacement Alternative & Pilot 

 May 11th, 2016 
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SF Decorative Streetlights Background 

 

In March and April 2012, two ornamental streetlights toppled during high wind 
conditions in San Francisco’s Golden Triangle area. Neither incident resulted in 
injury, but significant third-party damage was realized, and public safety was 
compromised.  Both streetlights toppled due to internal steel-core failure as a 
result of extensive metal corrosion. 

 

PG&E hired Osmose Engineers to inspect all historic streetlights in the “Golden 
Triangle” area of San Francisco (Union Square). Their assessment and 
prioritization of repairs has been carried out by PG&E over the last 4 years.    

 

To date, PG&E has replaced the foundation and inner steel-core pole at 34 
locations. Of these locations, 24 have also received new and or refurbished 
shells (cast-iron street lights). Please see the appendix slides for a map and of 
these locations. 

 

Currently there are 50 lights still requiring new foundations, inner-core poles, 
and streetlight shells. An additional 10 lights require new shells only.  
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High Wind Advisory Event 

No Injury 

Minor Third Party Damage 

Primary Cause: Steel Core Corroded 

Pre-Condition: No Inspection 

First Recent Failure: March 31st 2012 
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Significant Wind Conditions 

No Injury 

Major Third Party Damage 

Primary Cause: Steel Core Corroded 

Secondary Cause: Multiple DPW Attachments 

Pre-Condition: No Inspection 

Second Recent Failure: April 17th 2012 
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M&C Electric Field Primary Findings  

We found multiple 

steel pipe cores 

corroded (from top 

to bottom) and 

many streetlights 

with CCSF DPW 

attachments on 

them. 

Top 

Base 

Mid-shaft 

Tops 

Attachments 
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M&C Electric Field Secondary Findings  

Base bolts for streetlight spear points are 

also corroded at flange locations. This poses 

additional risk to public. 



Material – Exterior Shell 

 Fiberglass Pilot 

– PG&E is proposing a pilot installation of the Fiberglass manufactured 

street light shell on Post Street (between Powell St. & Mason St.). The 

foundation and inner steel-core pole were replaced in 2015. We would 

take the existing refurbished shell and use this at another location on 

our replacement list.  

– Lera Glass Inc. (local fabrication manufacturer) has created molds from 

the original cast-iron streetlight shell out of Fiberglass. All components 

look identical to the original cast-iron pieces in both size and 

appearance.  

– All fiberglass components are made using top quality Class 1 Fire 

Retardant Resin, and are designed to withstand the elements. The base 

of the lights are composed of a polyurethane rubber, very similar to the 

material used in flexible bumper panels on automobiles to withstand any 

vehicular impacts sustained.   

– Lera Glass has provided a detailed letter describing the material they 

use, and more details about their process, please see the appendix.  
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Cast-Iron vs. Fiberglass Replica 
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  Cast-Iron Fiberglass 

Housing Material Cost Negotiated price, minimum 
order requirements 

1/2 of Cast-Iron, molds built 
locally 

Center Support Pipe Steel Steel 

Housing Weight  2,000 lbs. 481 lbs. 

Material Availability 
(including spare parts) 

El Paso, Texas, 8-10 months San Bruno, CA,  under 4 weeks 

Installation 
Challenging - Due to heavy 

weight 

Much easier due to light 
weight especially when 

installing in aerial basements 

Safety Conductive material Non-conductive Material 



Cast-Iron vs. Fiberglass Replica (Picture) 
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Cast-Iron Fiberglass (un-painted) 



Fiberglass 
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Appendix 
 



Appendix – Locations of street lights 

repaired since 2013 
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Green Marker: Pilot 

Location on Post St. 



Appendix- – Locations of street lights 

repaired since 2013 
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Location Year Completed 

480 Sutter 2014 

NW CO Kearny St. and Post 2014 

*Across from 444 Post- Proposed Pilot Location (Green Marker on map)  2015 

Across from 459 Sutter 2014 

246 Sutter St. 2014 

153 Kearny 2014 

225 Powell 2014 

150 Post 2014 

Across from 130 Sutter St 2014 

SE CO Sutter and Kearny 2015 

88 Kearny 2014 

Across from 501 Post 2014 

NW CO Grant St and Geary St 2013 

33 Grant St 2014 

72 Ellis 2015 

NW CO Turk and Mason 2015 

414 Mason St 2015 

SW CO Eddy and Cyril Magnin 2015 

124 Ellis 2015 

462 Powell 2014 

229 Kearny St 2014 

447 Sutter 2014 

176 Sutter St 2014 

133 Kearny St 2014 

124 Sutter St 2014 

251 Grant St 2014 

255 Post St. 2015 

165 Post 2015 

434 Post 2014 

246 Powell St 2015 

1 Post St 2014 

(126) 100 Post 2015 

111 Powell 2014 

135 Post 2014 

301 Geary 2014 

65 Post 2013 



Appendix- Dimensions 
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Appendix – Fiberglass In The Field 
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These images from the St. James Hotel in Downtown San Jose are 

examples of Lera Glass work that has been in the field for 35yrs. 

These were fabricated with molds of existing features on the building 

to produce what  

you see in these  

pictures.   



Appendix- Fiberglass in the field cont. 
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