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Mandatory Discretionary Review Analysis 
HEARING DATE: NOVEMBER 3, 2016 

 

 
Date: October 24, 2016 
Case No.: 2016-004805DRM 
Project Address: 1 La Avanzada (aka 250 Palo Alto Avenue) 
Current Zoning: RH-1(D) (Residential House, One-Family - Detached)   

 40-X Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 2724/003 
Project Sponsor: Sutro Tower Incorporated, represented by 
 Kristen Thall Peters, Cooper White & Cooper LLP  
 25 Cadillac Drive, Suite 208  
 Sacramento, CA 95825  
Staff Contact: Ashley Woods – (415) 575-9178 
 Ashley.Woods@sfgov.org 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
This Mandatory Discretionary Review was initiated by the Planning Department pursuant to Resolution 
No. 11399, adopted by the Planning Commission on July 14, 1988, which established the Commission’s 
policy requiring Mandatory Discretionary Review over building permit applications regarding Sutro 
Tower, its transmission equipment building, or any other part of its site (Lot 003 in Assessor’s Block 
2724). 

The proposal is to allow the following modifications of Sutro Tower: 

• Removal of five (5) existing antennas on the rooftop of the facilities building; 
• Relocation of the remaining twenty-one (21) existing rooftop-mounted antennas to new locations 

on the roof of the facilities building; 
• Installation of a 8’ tall equipment screen (parapet) on the facilities building to screen the relocated 

antennas; 
• Installation of new landscaping as part of overall site improvements. 

No changes are proposed to tower lighting, the overall profile or structure of Sutro Tower, or the physical 
dimensions of the main transmission building. 

 

SITE DESCRIPTION AND PRESENT USE  
The Project Site is located at 1 La Avanzada (also known as 250 Palo Alto Avenue). The 5.6-acre site is 
owned by Sutro Tower, Incorporated. The site contains a 977-foot tall steel communications tower (Sutro 
Tower), a three-story 31,000-square-foot facilities building, a one-story 1,200 square-foot garage and 
storage building, and a one-story guard station, emergency generators, underground storage tanks, 
ancillary antennas and equipment associated with radio communications, landscaping and a surface 
parking lot.   
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The facility, although not the entire parcel, is completely enclosed within a security fence. Most of the 
area immediately surrounding the facility, including the majority of the northern half of the Project Site, 
consists of open space. The Tower has been in operation since 1973. 

The Tower is located on one of the highest points in San Francisco (834 feet above sea level) and is 
generally visible from most places throughout the City.  

La Avanzada forms the northern and a portion of the eastern boundary of the Project Site. Roughly the 
southernmost 320 feet of La Avanzada is owned by Sutro Tower, Inc.  

Recent modifications to Sutro Tower include: (1) the digital television upgrade (Case No. 2007.0206D; 
approved by the Planning Commission on October 23, 2008); (2) the addition of 15 new antennas (Case 
No. 2010.1006D, approved by the Planning Commission on January 27, 2011 for Clearwire, a wireless 
data service provider, which was recently acquired by Sprint); (3) ground level site improvements and 
the addition of 51 antennas, microwave dishes, and camera mounts on the Tower (Case No. 2014.1377D; 
approved by the Planning Commission on March 19, 2015); and (4) the addition of one low power FM 
antenna to service KQEA Chinese Public Radio (Case No.2015-00913DRM; approved by the Planning 
Commission on April 21, 2016). 

 
SURROUNDING PROPERTIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD 
The Project Site is situated in the Twin Peaks neighborhood. The surrounding neighborhoods are 
characterized by single-family neighborhoods such as Midtown Terrace. 

Summit Reservoir, owned and operated by the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC), is 
located adjacent to and northeast of the Sutro Tower facility. Open space exists on undeveloped land 
located immediately south of the Project Site. The closest residences to the Project Site are located along 
Dellbrook Avenue, Farview Court, and Palo Alto Avenue. Residential properties abut portions of the 
west side of the Project Site boundary; the nearest dwelling is located on Dellbrook Avenue, 
approximately 200 feet from the Tower. 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW  
The addition of screening and antenna relocation is categorically exempt from CEQA under the Class 1 
exemption.  

The landscaping plan is categorically exempt from CEQA under the Class 4 exemption.  

 
HEARING NOTIFICATION 

TYPE  REQ UI R ED  
PER IO D  

REQ UI R ED  
NOTI CE  DATE  

ACT U AL  
NOTI CE  DATE  

ACT U AL 
PER IO D  

Posted Notice 10 days October 24, 2016 October 21, 2016 13 days* 

Mailed Notice 10 days October 24, 2016 October 21, 2016 13 days 
*Notice placed on eight neighborhood locations as is past practice for Sutro Tower. 
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PUBLIC COMMENT 

 SUP PO RT  OPPOS E D  NO POS IT IO N  

Adjacent Neighbor(s) 0 0 0 

Neighborhood Groups 0 0 0 

Other Neighbors 0 0 0 

 
ISSUES AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

 As a condition of approval for Building Permit Application No. 2013.0412.4423 (Case No. 
2014.1377D), the Planning Commission required Sutro Tower, Inc. to submit a conceptual 
landscaping plan to the Department, providing additional trees and landscaping to further screen 
the main transmission building, facility equipment, and fenced-in area from public view. The 
item before you is the Sutro Tower Landscaping Plan filed on February 2, 2016 (Building Permit 
Application No. 2016.0216.9652) seeking to meet the conditions of approval established by the 
Planning Commission. 

 Additionally, as a separate condition of approval for Building Permit Application No. 
2013.0412.4423, the Planning Commission required Sutro Tower, Inc. to initiate a review of 
potential screening systems for existing antennas and satellite dishes currently located on the roof 
and east-facing façade of the main transmission building.  The item before you (Building Permit 
Application No. 2016.0216.9635) is a plan developed by Sutro Tower, Inc. to address visual 
concerns raised by some of its neighbors.  

 The Project Sponsor was prepared to meet the Conditions of Approval for Building Permit 
Application No. 2013.0412.4423 during the August 4th, 2016 Planning Commission hearing to 
meet the Commission’s September 2016 deadline, however, Sutro Tower, Inc and neighborhood 
residents agreed to a continuation of the hearing in order to further address resident concerns. 

 All required public notifications were conducted in compliance with the Planning Code and 
adopted WTS policies. 

 

REQUIRED COMMISSION ACTION 
Pursuant to Section 306.9 of the Planning Code, Mandatory Discretionary Review is required for building 
permits submitted that include work to be performed on the site of Sutro Tower. 
 
BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATION 
This Project is necessary and desirable under Section 303 of the Planning Code for the following reasons: 

 The Project complies with the applicable requirements of the Planning Code.   
 The Project is consistent with the Objectives and Policies of the General Plan. 
 The Project would provide screening of existing antennas on the facilities building. 
 The Project would improve the overall condition of landscaping and grounds maintenance of the 

Sutro Tower site. 
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 The Landscaping Plan was developed in conjunction with interested neighborhood parties and 
Planning staff.  

 

RECOMMENDATION: Do not take DR and Approve as Proposed, Subject to the standard 
Sutro Tower Conditions of Approval 

Attachments: 
Standard Sutro Tower Conditions of Approval 
Parcel Map  
Sanborn Map 
Aerial Photograph 
Zoning Map 
Photo Simulations 
CEQA Exemption 
Reduced Plans 
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STANDARD ANTENNA CONDITIONS 
The Conditions contained in this document were imposed by the Planning Commission on the antenna-
related permits (the above-referenced permit application) at its hearing on February 16, 2006.  It is the 
intent of the Commission, as so moved and adopted as Commission policy at said hearing, to impose 
these standard conditions (as a Notice of Special Restrictions) regarding inspections, RF levels 
(monitoring), operation and neighborhood communication (including notification) on all future antenna-
related permits for Sutro Tower.  
 

A. STRUCTURAL INSPECTIONS:  In June of 1999, the Department of Building Inspection 
accepted an Inspection Protocol governing Sutro Tower.  Sutro Tower, Inc. (hereinafter STI) shall 
adhere to said Inspection Protocol as summarized below: 

 
1. Annual Inspection (“Routine Inspection”): 

a. STI shall have an independent testing laboratory approved by the Department of 
Building Inspection (“independent laboratory”) conduct Annual Inspections.  The 
Annual Inspection shall consist of visual observations and/or measurements needed 
to determine the physical and functional condition of the Tower and to identify any 
changes from the Baseline Inspection that was conducted in 1999 pursuant to the 
Inspection Protocols or from previously recorded conditions.  Each Annual 
Inspection shall cover approximately one-third of the Tower such that the entire 
structure will be evaluated over a three-year interval. 

b. A California-licensed professional engineer retained by STI (“licensed engineer”) 
shall review the results of the Annual Inspection, along with prior inspection results, 
to determine the extent of remedial action that may be necessary.  The licensed 
engineer shall also ensure that the detailed inspection plan for subsequent years is 
modified to reflect any additional inspection requirements or areas where more in-
depth inspection is required. 

c. STI shall undertake all additional inspections recommended by the licensed engineer 
as a result of the Annual Inspection. 

d. STI shall undertake all remedial action recommended by the licensed engineer as a 
result of the Annual Inspection.  A Special Inspection shall thereafter be conducted to 
assess the performance of any repairs resulting from the Annual Inspection. 

e. A report of each Annual Inspection shall be prepared by the licensed engineer and 
submitted to the Planning Department and to the Department of Building Inspection 
within 45 days of the inspection, and those reports shall be made available to 
members of the public.   
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f. STI shall send notice of the availability of each Annual Inspection report to 
representatives of the Twin Peaks Improvement Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association.  

2. In-Depth Inspection: 

a. In 2004 and every five years thereafter or as otherwise required by the licensed 
engineer during an Annual Inspection or Event Inspection, STI shall have an 
independent laboratory conduct a close-up, hands-on inspection of one or more 
structural members or connections to identify problems not readily detectable with a 
visual review in the Annual Inspection. 

b. If recommended by the licensed engineer to fully ascertain the presence or extent of 
damage, STI shall have non-destructive field-testing, load tests, and/or materials tests 
performed by an independent testing laboratory. 

c. STI shall undertake all additional inspections recommended by the licensed engineer 
as a result of the In-Depth Inspection. 

d. STI shall undertake all remedial action recommended by the licensed engineer as a 
result of the In-Depth Inspection.  A special Inspection shall thereafter be conducted 
to assess the performance of any repairs resulting from the In-Depth Inspection. 

e. A report of each In-Depth Inspection shall be prepared by the licensed engineer and 
submitted to the Planning Department and to the Department of Building Inspection 
within 45 days of the inspection, and those reports shall be made available to 
members of the public.   

f. STI shall send notice of the availability of each In-Depth Inspection report to 
representatives of the Twin Peaks Improvement Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association. 

3. Event Inspection (“Unscheduled Inspection”): 

a. As required by a licensed engineer, STI shall have an independent laboratory 
conduct an Event Inspection as soon as practical after the occurrence of a severe 
storm, earthquake, mudslide, or other triggering environmental event that exceeds 
the design load of the Tower (winds in excess of 70 miles per hour at 10 meters in 
elevation, or a 1000-year seismic event as defined in the dynamic analysis report of 
June 1999).  

b. Following a severe storm or earthquake, particular inspection attention shall be given 
to detecting damage and indirect signs of damage such as areas of missing cladding, 
paint cracking due to yielding of steel members, spalling of concrete, misalignment 
in connections, loosening or lengthening of bolts, or obvious structural 
displacements.  Depending on the severity of the triggering storm or earthquake, an 
In-Depth Inspection may be appropriate in areas of local damage to the Tower. 
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c. STI shall undertake all additional inspections recommended by the licensed engineer 
as a result of the Event Inspection. 

d. STI shall undertake all remedial action recommended by the licensed engineer as a 
result of the Event Inspection.  A Special Inspection shall thereafter be conducted to 
assess the performance of any repairs resulting from the Event Inspection. 

e. A report of each Event Inspection shall be prepared by the licensed engineer and 
submitted to the Planning Department and to the Department of Building Inspection 
within 45 days of the inspection, and those reports shall be made available to 
members of the public.  

f. STI shall send notice of the availability of each In-Depth Inspection report to 
representatives of the Twin Peaks Improvement Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association. 

4. Special Inspections: 

a. STI shall have an independent laboratory conduct a Special Inspection to monitor 
repairs resulting from previous inspections or to otherwise assess the performance of 
repairs implemented to ensure the structural integrity of the Tower.  The Special 
Inspection shall be undertaken as part of an Annual Inspection conducted within one 
year after completion of the repair, if practical, or during the next inspection cycle.  

b. STI shall have an independent laboratory conduct a Special Inspection as 
recommended by a licensed engineer for any reason, including monitoring defects, 
damage, local corrosion, or other conditions potentially affecting the structural 
integrity of the Tower. 

c. STI shall undertake all additional inspections recommended by the licensed engineer 
as a result of the Special Inspection. 

d. STI shall undertake all remedial actions recommended by the licensed engineer as a 
result of the Special Inspection. 

e. A report of each Special Inspection shall be prepared by the licensed engineer and 
submitted to the Planning Department and to the Department of Building Inspection 
within 45 days of the inspection, and those reports shall be made available to 
members of the public.  

f. STI shall send notice of the availability of each In-Depth Inspection report to 
representatives of the Twin Peaks Improvement Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association. 

5. Enforcement: 
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a. Technical compliance with conditions regarding structural inspection shall be 
monitored and enforced by the Department of Building Inspection.  The Planning 
Department shall enforce these conditions only at the recommendation of the 
Director of the Department of Building Inspection. 

b. STI shall provide to the Planning Department a complete set of all building permit 
application materials required by the Department of Building Inspection, including 
but not limited to: scaled drawings, elevations, site plans, engineering or structural 
analyses, and photographs.  

B.  RADIO-FREQUENCY (RF) LEVEL 

1. FCC Emission Compliance: It shall be a continuing condition of this permit that the subject 
antennas be operated in such a manner so as not to contribute to ambient RF emissions in 
excess of the then-current FCC emission standards for public exposure.  Violation of this 
condition shall be grounds for revocation.  

2. Publicly-Accessible Property: 

a.  Consistent with the agreement between STI and the Planning Commission at its 
February 26, 1998, hearing on DTV antenna installation, STI shall measure RF public 
exposure levels at 200 publicly-accessible sites within 1000 feet of the Tower.  
Measurement shall be made each three years, or within six months of the activation 
of any DTV broadcasting antenna, or within six months of any increase in power 
from any main DTV antenna’s initial power level, whichever is earliest. 

b.    STI shall notify the Department of Public Health at least three days before taking any 
RF exposure measurements at publicly accessible sites.  A representative of the 
Department of Public Health and up to two community observers identified by the 
Department of Public Health may observe the measurement session and recommend 
sites for measurement. 

c. STI shall promptly remedy any ambient or localized field found by these 
measurements to exceed the FCC standard for RF exposure (“Guidelines for the 
Evaluation of the Environmental Effects of Radio Frequency Radiation”) and then 
take new measurements to demonstrate compliance with the standard.  

d.  A report of any RF exposure measurements required herein shall be submitted to the 
Planning Department and the Department of Public Health within 45 days of the 
measurements, and those reports shall be made available to members of the public. 

e. STI shall send notice of the availability of each RFR exposure report exposure to 
representatives of the Twin Peaks Improvement Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association. 

3. Private Property: 
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a.   Upon a written request to STI from an individual property owner within 1000 feet of 
the Tower, STI shall measure RF exposure levels at the accessible front yard and rear 
yard of the property.  If RF levels in the yards comply with the 1996-FCC standard 
for RF exposure, then no additional measurements shall be thereafter required for 
any reason until three years have elapsed, at which time the property owner may 
submit a new written request for exposure level measurements.  

b.   With the cooperation and approval of the property owner, STI shall promptly 
remedy any ambient or localized field found by these measurements to exceed the 
FCC standard and then take new measurements to confirm compliance with the 
standard. 

c.  With the written approval of the owner of the private property requesting the RF 
exposure level measurements, STI shall submit a report to the Planning Department 
and the Department of Public Health within 45 days of the measurements, and those 
reports shall be made available to members of the public.    

4. Enforcement: 

a.    Technical compliance with conditions pertaining to RFR exposure shall be monitored 
and enforced by the Department of Public Health.  The Planning Department shall 
enforce these conditions only at the recommendation of the Director of the 
Department of Public Health. 

C.  NEIGHBORHOOD COMMUNICATION 

1. Notice: Within ten days of submitting any report required herein to any public agency, STI 
shall send notice of the availability of that report to representatives of the Twin Peaks 
Improvement Association, Forest Knolls Neighborhood Association and Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners Association. 

2. Community Liaison: STI shall appoint a community liaison to respond to neighborhood 
inquiries and concerns.  STI shall invite the Twin Peaks Improvement Association, Forest 
Knolls Neighborhood Association and the Midtown Terrace Homeowners Association to 
appoint one community liaison each with whom to communicate regarding Sutro Tower 
operations.  



Parcel Map 

SUBJECT PROPERTY 

Case Number 2016.004805DRM
Sutro Tower Modification Mandatory DR 
1 La Avanzada (also 250 Palo Alto Avenue) 



*The Sanborn Maps in San Francisco have not been updated since 1998, and  this map may not accurately reflect existing conditions. 
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