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Planning Code Amendment 
Ordinance amending the Planning Code to require Conditional Use Authorization for certain large residence 
developments in Residential, House (RH) zoning districts. 
 

The Way It Is Now:  

With the exception of the D11 Special Use District (SUD), and the Corona Heights SUD, the Planning Code does 
not require Conditional Use authorization for residential projects in RH districts that would result in a dwelling 
being over a particular square footage.  
  

The Way It Would Be:  

The proposed legislation would amend the Planning Code by adding a newly created Section 319, requiring 
Conditional Use authorization (CUA) for permits for Residential projects proposing new construction in RH 
zoning districts that will result in only one Dwelling Unit on the lot, or in any Dwelling Unit with a gross floor area 
exceeding 2,500 square feet, or in expansion of certain existing Residential developments that would result in an 
increase of more than 50% of gross floor area to any single Dwelling Unit or in a Dwelling Unit exceeding 2,500 
square feet of gross floor area, with certain exceptions. 
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For all RH Districts the legislation would: 

1. Require any proposed new construction of a single-family home without an Accessory Dwelling Unit 
(ADU) to obtain a CUA; 

2. Require any proposed new construction of a multi-unit residential development that would result in any 
unit being over 2,500sqft to obtain a CUA (unless resulting project would be a 10% or less expansion of 
existing square feet if a unit is over 2,500sqft). 

3. Require any proposed expansion of an existing housing unit that would result in the unit being over 
2,500sqft (measured as Gross Floor Area), or would increase a unit's size by more than 50% (measured as 
Gross Floor Area) to obtain a CUA; 

4. Restrict any proposed expansion of an existing unit that is already over 2,500sqft to no more than 10% 
additional square footage over 10 years. Proposals that would exceed the 10% cumulative expansion 
would require a CUA. 

 
Projects may be exempted from the CUA if:  

a) The proposal increases the number of dwelling units on the site; 
b) No dwelling unit exceeds 2,500sqft; 
c) No dwelling unit is less than 1/3 the size (measured as Gross Floor Area) of the largest unit and; 
d) The projects is not located on a site: 1) that is listed on or formally eligible for listing in the California 

Register of Historic Resources; 2) has been adopted as a local landmark or a contributor to a local 
historic district under Articles 10 or 11, or; 3) has been determined to appear eligible for listing in the 
California Register of Historic Resources.  
 

Additional CUA Findings: 
1. Whether the project would increase the number of dwelling units; 
2. Whether the existing structure or property is listed in or eligible for listing on the CA Register of Historic 

Resources, or is eligible for such, or if the property or structure is a “historical resource” under CEQA; 
3. Whether the existing structure is a landmark, or contributor to an Article 10 or 11 historic district, and 

whether the project would render the property ineligible for historic designation; 
4. Whether the project “preserves or enhances neighborhood character by retaining existing design elements 

and meeting applicable Residential Design Guidelines”; 
5. Whether the development proposes to remove more than 50% of the existing front façade; 
6. Whether the project would remove a rent-controlled unit. 

 

Background 
This Ordinance is being brought before the Historic Planning Commission because it includes a provision which 
would add new review procedures for certain applications proposing to expand historic buildings. 
 
Supervisor Mandelman has introduced the subject Ordinance in conjunction with an ordinance (Board File No. 
210564), that would allow a density exception of up to four units on corner lots in RH zoning districts. It is the 
Supervisor’s aim to promote modest density rather than the construction/expansion of large residences, through 
these two Ordinances. Board File No. 210564 requires more extensive environmental review; therefore, this 
Ordinance is moving forward ahead of Board File No. 210564. The Department expects Board File No. 210564 to 
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be at the Planning Commission in the Fall. The relationship between these two ordinances is further discussed 
later in this executive summary. 
 

Issues and Considerations  

Dwelling Units, Density, and Design 

Planning Code Section 102 defines a Dwelling Unit as: “A Residential Use defined as a room or suite of two or more 
rooms that is designed for, or is occupied by, one family doing its own cooking therein and having only one kitchen”. 
In RH districts, the number of Dwelling Units permitted per lot is generally limited by a fixed density control. For 
instance, an RH-2 zoning district allows two units per lot, and an RH-3 zoning district allows three units per lot. 
The size of a building in an RH zoning district is limited by height and setback controls, and not based on FAR, 
(except in the case of the Oceanview Large Residence SUD). The Department also applies the Residential Design 
Guidelines, in addition to any adopted neighborhood-specific design guidelines, to regulate building scale, form 
and architectural details. Except for limiting the number of kitchens to one per unit, the Planning Code does not 
regulate the interior layout of Dwelling Units in RH districts.  
 
 

In RH districts, the number of Dwelling Units permitted per lot is generally limited by a fixed density control.  
 
 

Dwelling Unit Density Exception for Corner Lots in RH Districts Legislation 

On May 18, 2021, Supervisor Mandelman introduced legislation that would amend Planning Code Section 207 to 
provide a density exception for Corner Lots in RH zoning districts. This new exception would permit up to four 
dwelling units on corner lots, so long as the project is not seeking to utilize the State Density Bonus Program. 
Accessory Dwelling Units would not be counted towards the four unit maximum. As the proposed Ordinance 
would increase development potential, it requires more extensive environmental review. The Department 
estimates that the environmental review will be completed by mid-September, after which point it will be before 
the Planning Commission for consideration.  
 
The Department has not yet reviewed and analyzed the four units on corner RH district lots legislation, and 
therefore cannot make a recommendation to the Commission on it at this time. Department staff have, however, 
been in frequent communication with the Supervisor’s office during the drafting of the four units on corner lots 
legislation. As currently drafted, the four units on corner lots legislation, in conjunction with the review of large 
residence developments legislation, could encourage corner lots in RH districts with less than four dwelling units, 
to increase their dwelling unit count in conjunction with, or instead of expanding an existing unit(s) or building a 
large, single-family home. 
 

The Corona Heights SUD and Oceanview Large Residence SUD 

The city currently contains two Special Use Districts (SUD’s) that regulate the size of residential buildings and/or 
Dwelling Units. The Corona Heights SUD was established in 2017 and requires projects to obtain Conditional Use 
authorization if the following are met: 

a) Residential development on a vacant parcel that will result in total gross floor area exceeding 3,000 
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square feet; 

b) Residential development on a developed parcel that will result in total gross floor area in excess of 3,000 
square feet and a cumulative increase in gross floor area, including all development performed on the 
parcel in the preceding five years, of: 

i. More than 75% without increasing the existing legal unit count as it existed five years prior; or  
ii. More than 100% if increasing the existing legal unit count. 
 

 
 
Additionally, residential development that results in less than 45% rear yard depth in RH-1, RH-2, and RH-3 
zoning districts requires CU authorization. 

 

The Oceanview Large Residence SUD was established in 2019. Residential developments within this SUD require 
Conditional Use authorization if any of the following residential use size limits are met: 
 

a) A Dwelling Unit with five or more bedrooms; 

b) A Dwelling Unit less than 1/3 the size in floor area of the largest Dwelling Unit in a multiple Dwelling Unit 

Figure 1: Boundary of the Corona Heights SUD 
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project, or;  

c) Floor Area Ratio exceeding the limits in Table 249.3, below.  

 

 
The SUD’s boundaries match the current Supervisor District 11 boundaries: 
 

 
Both the Corona Heights SUD and the Oceanview SUD establish stricter controls than the base zoning. The 
proposed legislation would also be more restrictive than the base controls for all RH zoning districts. Should the 
proposed legislation be adopted in its current form, Section 319 would apply to all lots in RH zoning districts, 
including those within the Corona Heights SUD and the Oceanview SUD. This means that all proposed projects 
in these SUDs would be subject to both standards. For example: A proposed residential project in the Oceanview 
SUD is within the FAR and bedroom count limits, but will include a dwelling unit over 2,500 square feet. In this 
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case, the project would not require a Conditional Use authorization under the Oceanview SUD, but would 
require a Conditional Use authorization because it meets the trigger of Section 319. Additionally, if a project 
triggers a CUA per the applicable SUD and Section 319, it will have to meet the CUA findings required by both 
Code sections. This means, for properties subject to the Corona Heights SUD, projects could no longer be up to 
3,000sqft without needing a CUA (which would be allowed under the SUD), because Section 319 states no unit 
may be larger than 2,500sqft without seeking a CUA. Section 319, however, does not propose additional 
regulations on rear yard depth. If a project in the Corona Heights SUD, therefore, meets all standards of Section 
319, but would result in a reduction of the rear yard to less than 45%, the project would need a Conditional Use 
authorization due to the Corona Heights SUD provisions.  
 
These SUD’s were established after much deliberation, research, and feedback from the local communities they 
are located in. If Section 319 also controls in these districts, it will significantly alter how these SUD’s function for 
regulating home size and incentivizing density. Additionally, having two sets of controls that regulate similar 
issues may create confusion for both residents and staff. The Department recommends amending the proposed 
legislation to create an exemption from Section 319 for the Corona Heights SUD and the Oceanview SUD until 
the Supervisors can meet with the residents of those SUD’s to understand whether they would like to amend the 
SUD to conform with Section 319.  
 

What is a “Large” Residence? 

The Department has attempted to regulate the building of “monster homes” through various efforts the last 10+ 
years, some with more success than others. The largest challenge in doing this is gaining consensus around the 
definition of a “large” home. Someone who lives in a 750 square foot home may feel that a 1,000 square is too 
large, while a family of four in a 2,500 square foot home may feel their home has barely enough space. Across 
dozens of neighborhood meetings staff found that even within neighborhoods that have similar housing 
typologies and home sizes, opinions differ greatly on what size home is “appropriate”, particularly when a home 
complies with established zoning and the Residential Design Guidelines. 
 
During one of the previous efforts to regulate unit size, the Department produced the following map which 
shows the average home sizes1 by District throughout the City. This map is not meant to represent exact 
numbers that each neighborhood should create regulations around. Rather, it is meant to give a general idea of 
whether Dwelling Unit size averages differ greatly across various neighborhoods in the city.  

 
1 To generate this map, the Department used building size and density data from the Assessor’s Office for all buildings in 
Residential districts across the City. Buildings that were over-density were removed from the data set, as were any buildings 
with non-residential uses. The remaining buildings were analyzed by dividing their assessed square footage by the number 
of assessed dwelling units. After removing extreme outliers, the average unit sizes were aggregated within each 
neighborhood to create the map below. 
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While an imperfect model, the data does show what we might expect to find: the neighborhoods known for 
larger single-family homes such as Seacliff, Pacific Heights, and Presidio Heights have an average unit size 
significantly greater than neighborhoods known for more modest single-family homes, such as the Sunset, Noe 
Valley, and the Bayview. Also, older and denser areas in the northeastern part of the city, such as North Beach, 
Chinatown and Downtown have smaller unit sizes on average.  
 
Staff also ran a query to find the average square footage for all projects submitted between 2015-2020 in RH 
districts that proposed either new construction of a single-family home, or an expansion of an existing single-
family home. All projects used in the dataset are considered “closed” (approved). Staff found that the average 
single-family home size approved during that time was 3,158sqft (Median Square Footage Proposed: 3,064sqft). 
 
The map and data above illustrate that a majority of projects proposing to expand or create a single-family home 
in the last 5 years would now require a CUA. It also illustrates that many of these projects are likely to come from 
neighborhoods where the average home size is already over the proposed 2,500 square foot trigger for a CUA.   
This means that more staff time will be dedicated to some of the most affluent neighborhoods of the City, where 
housing is already unaffordable.  
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Allowable Building Envelope 

One reason the issue of large homes exists at all is because the city’s Zoning Code encourages large single-family 
homes. For example, a standard lot in and RH-1 Zoning District allows for a total lot coverage of 70% and 
maximum height of 35 feet. On a standard 25’ by 100’ lot, a 3-story single-family home could theoretically have 
between four and five thousand square feet.2 In RH-2 zoning Districts the square footage would be the same or 
greater because those districts allow four-stories on residential buildings; while lot coverage is only 55% it can be 
increased up to 75% depending on the adjacent lots. Further in RH-2 and RH-3 zoning districts there is no 
requirement or incentive to build to the prescribed density. Given the Code allows such a large envelope for 
buildings in these districts and no incentive for density, it’s not surprising that the Department sees proposals for 
larger and larger homes coming through the pipeline.  
 

Set Square Footage vs FAR  

In the past the Department proposed using Floor Area Ratio (FAR) to regulate home sizes, most infamously in the 
failed Residential Expansion Threshold proposal.  Following that effort, the Oceanview Large Residence SUD was 
established which uses FAR to regulate home size. While it’s too soon to tell how successful the Oceanview Large 
Residence SUD is, there are benefits to using FAR instead of a set square footage number. FAR ties the allowable 
home size to the lot area, and can be used as a tool to incentivize density. Many jurisdictions throughout the Bay 
Area use FAR as a means for regulating the size of residential buildings. As an example: If we set the FAR 
maximum to 1:1, then a standard 2,500sqft lot in San Francisco could have a building of up to 2,500sqft. Larger or 
smaller lots would be afforded a different allowable square footage accordingly. And as is the case in the 
Oceanview Large Residence SUD, destiny can be encouraged by allowing more FAR the more units that are 
added. While the Department still believes that FAR is a useful tool and allows for a more tailored controls for lot 
size and in some cases neighborhood context, there was significant pushback from the community in using FAR 
when this option was presented in the past.  
 

Increased Processes and Housing Production 

Applying new entitlement requirements, such as Conditional Use authorizations (CUA’s), can slow down housing 
production. Given the required analysis, notice, and hearing, the CUA process typically adds six to nine months 
to a project’s approval timeframe; it also adds additional costs. This is especially true for residential projects that 
could otherwise be approved over the counter. In existing residences, it is often possible to add additional 
usable space to a home by converting a garage or other ground floor areas to habitable space with an over-the-
counter approval. 
 
 

The CUA process can add six to nine months to a project’s approval timeframe. 
 
 
Similarly, minor expansions of existing Dwelling Units would also be impacted by the CUA process. Horizontal or 
vertical additions to an existing home are usually principally-permitted with neighborhood notification (311 
Notification). This process typically takes at least three to four months to complete once a planner is assigned. 

 
2 The total rough square-footage calculation in this example would be 5,250 sq. ft.; however, some of the space would be 
dedicated to walls, garages, and other required building infrastructure.  
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Requiring a CUA for these projects could more than double the Department’s permitting timeframe. Projects 
adding units would also face increased permit review timelines if any unit was over 2,500 sq. ft. While the 
Department agrees that overly large units do not advance any policy objectives, any additional process aimed at 
limiting home sizes should be balanced against the policy goal of maximizing density. Furthermore, the increase 
in staff time spent on these projects means less staff time can go towards projects that have a greater impact on 
our affordable housing supply, small business permits, or efforts that prioritize racial and social equity. Based on 
submitted projects from the last several years, staff estimates approximately 60-803 projects per year would 
require a CUA that don’t currently because of this legislation. 
 
Further, the CUA process may not deter overly large single-family homes or encourage increased density. The 
projects this legislation is designed to discourage are often well over 2,500sqft. These types of projects are 
expensive in nature and tend to have the resources to engage in a long and complex process. If the square 
footage trigger is too strict with no CUA exemption for density, staff believes that most large-home proposals – 
particularly in the high-resourced neighborhoods that already have an established pattern of large single-family 
homes – will choose to move forward anyway.  
 
Once these projects are in front of the Planning Commission, the Commission must use its discretion to decide if 
a particular home is too large. While the proposed findings provide some guidance to the Commission around 
ensuring the project’s compatibility with neighborhood character and limiting impacts on historic resources, 
there is no guidance for when a large home should be supported, and when it’s too big to be approved, 
regardless of its design and compatibility.   
 

General Plan Compliance 

Objective 1 of the Urban Design Element instructs the City to guide development in such a manner where we 
place “Emphasis of the characteristic pattern which gives to the city and its neighborhoods an image, a sense of 
purpose, and a means of orientation.” Policy 1.3 of this objective is to “Recognize that buildings, when seen 
together, produce a total effect that characterizes the city and its districts.” The proposed Ordinance, with all staff 
modifications, helps to maintain a balance between a neighborhood’s physical identity while also not impeding 
on the development of future housing. This proposed Ordinance, with all staff modifications, will encourage 
additional density while ensuring that the resulting building forms are complementary to a neighborhood’s 
context. The proposed Ordinance additionally ensures that large, single-family home expansions are not 
approved without careful consideration through a CU authorization. 
 

Racial and Social Equity Analysis 

Understanding the benefits, burdens and opportunities to advance racial and social equity that proposed 
Planning Code and Zoning Map amendments provide is part of the Department’s Racial and Social Equity Plan. 

 
3 There were 39 projects in RH districts from 2017-2020 that were one unit, and said unit’s construction or expansion would 
be over 2,500sqft and more than a 10% increase of existing sqft. There were 12 projects in RH districts from 2017-2020 that 
were one unit, the proposed size was less than 2,500sqft, and the project proposed an expansion of 50% or more. This 
figure does not include projects with more than one unit. That trigger is expected to add at least an additional 40-60 projects 
per year. 
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This is also consistent with the Mayor’s Citywide Strategic Initiatives for equity and accountability and with the 
Office of Racial Equity, which requires all Departments to conduct this analysis. 
 
Recent data, anticipated to be documented in the Housing Element Update 2022, indicates that White residents 
are more likely than BIPOC residents to live in smaller households and are less likely to live with family, and that 
BIPOC residents are more likely to live in either studios or units with three or more bedrooms. White residents 
are disproportionately likely to live in one-bedroom units, reflecting smaller household sizes. Creating a higher 
barrier for approvals for houses with more bedrooms, and therefore larger in size, may impact the availability 
and cost of that existing housing type throughout the City.  If new large homes are difficult to build, there will be 
increased renovation pressure on the existing housing stock of large homes. This in turn could impact 
affordability, especially given that BIPOC families are more likely to be housing cost-burdened. A 2,500 square 
foot single-family home is likely to yield 4-5 bedrooms. A house where more than one person inhabits a 
bedroom is considered overcrowded. A more detailed breakdown of the data studied to draw these conclusions 
is below4 : 
 

o Single-family homes are disproportionately occupied by families with children and related adults versus 
residences with multiple units. 52% single-family homes reported households with children or related 
adults/roommates, versus 32% of buildings with two to four units. The percentage of households with 
children or related adults continues to decrease as the unit count of a building increases.  

o BIPOC residents are more likely to live in either very small units (studios) or larger units (three plus 
bedrooms).  

o BIPOC residents are more likely to live in either a single-family home, or a very large building containing 
20+ units.  

o BIPOC residents are more likely to live in larger households and multigenerational households than 
White residents, which corresponds to greater occupancy of housing with three or more bedrooms. 

o Multibedroom units are more likely to be occupied by higher income households, however it must be 
noted that often larger households also tend to have higher incomes. When examining the data, staff 
found single-family homes are actually occupied by a broad range of income groups similar to the 
income mix of the city as a whole. This is likely because many single-family homes have long time 
owners who may have bought when homes were more affordable or have extended families also living 
in the home. 

o Larger households are heavily concentrated in larger homes: 

 Household Size by Number of Bedrooms in Housing Unit  
   Studio  1 Bedroom  2 Bedroom  3+ Bedroom  Total  
1 Person  37,393         50,922   25,929    14,495    128,739  
2 People   10,946    32,181    50,085    30,297    123,509  

 
4  For the purposes of this analysis, the term “multigenerational” means at least three generations of family living together 
i.e. grandparent, parent, and child or great aunt, parent, child, etc. All conclusions are based off of SF Planning analysis of 
2014-2018 IPUMS 
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3 people     1,361    4,396    18,844    24,773       49,374  
4 people                  605    1,212    10,339    22,107       34,263  
5+ 
people  

              593      796    4,589   17,812       23,790  

Total        50,898    89,507             109,786     109,484    359,675  
  
   Studio  1 Bedroom  2 Bedroom  3+ Bedroom  % of 

Households  
1 Person  73%  57%  24%  13%  36%  
2 People  22%  36%  46%  28%  34%  
3 people  3%  5%  17%  23%  14%  
4 people  1%  1%  9%  20%  10%  
5+ 
people  

1%  1%  4%  16%  7%  

% of 
Housing  

14%  25%  31%  30%    

Source: SF Planning Analysis of 2014-2018 IPUMS  
 

o 69% of 3+ bedroom units are in single-family homes: 

o Larger households comprised of children, multi-generational living, or roommates, are 
disproportionately found in areas with single-family homes and larger units. These households are most 
heavily concentrated in west and south sides of the city.  

 

Units by Number of Bedroom by Number of Units in Building  
  Single 

Family 
Home  

2-4 Units  5-9 Units  10-19 Units  20+ Units  Total  

Studio (0)  951  3,094  3,152  8,001  35,645  50,843  
1 Bedroom  4,875  17,210  15,282  17,859  34,265  89,491  
2 Bedroom  37,171  33,923  11,503  7,355  19,586  109,538  
3+ Bedroom  75,788  23,468  3,549  1,757  4,671  109,233  
Total  118,785  77,695  33,486  34,972  94,167  359,105  
Source: SF Planning Department Analysis of 2014-2018 IPUMS-USA  
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Although many of the larger homes in the city are concentrated in affluent neighborhoods, single-family homes 
that have greater household sizes are also prevalent in less affluent neighborhoods and those with a cultural 
identity rooted in multi-generational living. These households are more likely to be negatively impacted by a set 
square footage cap than households in more affluent neighborhoods that already have large homes. Further, 
wealthy home owners who desire a large expansion will likely have the resources to file for a CUA, while cost-
burdened households will face financial hurdles to take the application through the costly CUA process. Before 
setting such sweeping caps, thought must be paid to our assumptions and judgements around what makes a 
“family” and what needs various household compositions have for space. 
 
 

The 50% trigger disproportionally affects those with very small homes who would like to expand their 
home by more than 50% while remaining less than 2,500square feet in size. 

 
 
Similarly, the 50% expansion threshold should be examined for its impacts on very small homes. The proposed 
legislation would require a CUA for any residential project in an RH district that proposes to increase any 
dwelling unit’s size by more than 50%. This trigger would only affect projects that are not proposing a home 
larger than 2,500sqft. The 50% trigger, therefore, disproportionally affects those with very small homes, who 
would like to expand their home by more than 50%. For example: A 900 square foot single-family home would 
like to add a bedroom, small den, and bathroom for their expanding family. The proposed addition must be 
under 450 square feet to avoid triggering a CUA. If a 1,600 square foot home would like to add the same 
elements, they may propose an addition of up to 800 square feet before triggering the CUA.  If a 2,500sqft home 
is an acceptable size per unit for new construction, or for units that are already larger in size, small units should 
not be penalized simply for being small. These units are more likely to be owned by those with less disposable 
income not only to file for a CUA, but also to move to a larger home to accommodate the needs of their families. 
 

Figure 2 Source: Five-year ACS 
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Implementation 

The Department has determined that this Ordinance as currently drafted will significantly impact staffing 
resources by increasing the number of Conditional Use authorizations. Staff does not anticipate that this 
legislation will not serve as a deterrent; as such, the Department is likely to see an increase of between 60-80 
additional CUA’s per year as a result of this Ordinance. 
 

Recommendation 
The Department recommends that the Commission approve with modifications the proposed Ordinance and 
adopt the attached Draft Resolution to that effect. The Department’s proposed recommendations are as follows: 
 

1. Modify the Ordinance to exempt projects from the 2,500 square foot per dwelling unit trigger for a CUA if 
the project maximizes the density on the lot, and the dwelling unit(s) meets certain size minimums as 
specified in subsection (b), below. 

a. For a project to be considered as “maximizing” density it must: 

i. Already contain or propose to add at least one Accessory Dwelling Unit (ADU) if in an 
RH-1(D) or RH-1 district 

ii. Add one Dwelling Unit if a single-family home in an RH-2 District 

iii. Already contain or propose to add one ADU if a two-unit dwelling in an RH-2 District 

iv. Add one Dwelling Unit if a two-unit building in an RH-3 District 

v. Add two Dwelling Units if a single-family home in an RH-3 District 

vi. Already contain or propose to add one ADU if a three-unit building in an RH-3 District 

b. No dwelling unit (including ADU’s) on the site may be less than 1/3 the size of the largest unit to 
qualify for the CUA exemption.  

2. Remove the CUA trigger for 50% expansions.  

3. Increase the marginal allowable increase over 10 years from 10% to 20% for homes already over 
2,500sqft.  

4. For the purposes of this program, include accessory parking (garage space) when calculating a unit’s 
Gross Floor Area. 

5. Exempt the Corona Heights Large Residence SUD and the Oceanview Large Residence SUD from the 
legislation.  

6. Remove Section 319(d)3, which would require any historic property to obtain a CUA if the proposed 
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alteration would increase the square footage of the existing building by 50% or more.  

a. Should the sponsor not take this recommended modification, staff recommends at least 
amending the language in Section 319(d)(3)(ii) from “has been adopted as a local landmark or a 
contributor to a local historic district under Articles 10 or 11” to “has been adopted as a local 
landmark or a contributor to a local register, and properties that have been determined to appear 
eligible, or which may become eligible for the California Register”. 

Basis for Recommendation 

The Department generally supports the purpose of the proposed Ordinance in that it seeks to “encourage new 
infill housing at compatible densities and scale and provide for thorough assessment of proposed large single-
family residences that could adversely impact neighborhood character and affordable housing opportunities.” 
The Department agrees that there should be additional review of projects that are not maximizing density, and 
that the size of a proposed unit is a sensible indicator of cost; however, the Department also wants to ensure that 
the impacts of this legislation do not disproportionately impact marginalized communities and that Commission 
review is focused on those projects where other policy goals aren’t being met. With the proposed recommended 
modifications, Staff believes that the Ordinance would achieve these goals.  
 
Recommendation 1: Modify the Ordinance to exempt projects from the 2,500 square foot per dwelling unit 
trigger for a CUA if the project maximizes the density on the lot, and the dwelling unit(s) meets certain size 
minimums. Staff believes the proposed controls will be more successful if the Conditional Use authorization 
requirement is paired with an incentive for density. Staff finds that providing an exception tied to adding density 
is the best way to incentivize density and encourage appropriate dwelling unit sizes. Projects that seek to expand 
their home significantly are more likely to add density if it means they will be able to increase the size of their 
home, while also avoiding the risk and financial burden of a CUA. The addition of dwelling units will also help to 
add modest and appropriate density to the City’s lowest density neighborhoods. It is especially critical that the 
City encourage increased density in its high-resourced neighborhoods that have traditionally welcomed large 
homes and not density. Dictating that the smallest unit must be at least 1/3 of the size of the largest unit will also 
have the effect of limiting unit sizes and reducing land costs per unit.  
 
Recommendation 2: Remove the CUA trigger for 50% expansions. Staff recommends removing the CUA trigger 

for projects proposing to increase their existing unit size by more than 50% because it is an inequitable 
measure that will disproportionately affect those with smaller homes.  

 
Recommendation 3: Increase the marginal allowable increase over 10 years from 10% to 20% for homes already 

over 2,500sqft. Staff believes that the 10% allowance is too restrictive to construct any meaningful addition. 
A 10% increase would not allow even a modest “pop-out” at the rear of the building to accommodate 
additional bedrooms or living areas. Increasing this allowance to 20% cumulatively over 10 years will allow 
homes to modestly expand to accommodate the needs of a growing household, while still remaining 
contextual with the surrounding built environment. 

 
Recommendation 4: For the purposes of this program, include accessory parking (garage space) when 

calculating a unit’s Gross Floor Area. The definition of Gross Floor Area excludes areas dedicated to 
accessory parking when it’s located within a Basement Story; therefore, any such accessory parking that is 
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converted to habitable space would count towards the proposed 50% or 2,500sqft threshold. Conversely any 
such accessory parking added to a new building would not count toward the new building’s GFA (in fact it 
would decrease it). Allowing the conversion of garage space to habitable space would encourage projects to 
utilize already enclosed space and may even encourage the removal of private vehicle storage. Further, 
including accessory parking in the GFA calculation of new buildings could discourage new private 
automobile storage or at least result in less space being dedicated to parking. Less space dedicated to 
private vehicle storage helps advance not only the City’s transit-first policy but also the City’s climate goals. It 
also allows curb cuts to be removed, which improves pedestrian safety.  

 
Recommendation 5: Exempt the Corona Heights Large Residence SUD and the Oceanview Large Residence SUD 

from the legislation. Staff recommends amending the legislation to exempt the Corona Heights Large 
Residence SUD and the Oceanview Large Residence SUD from the new controls. Based on the Zoning 
Administrator’s interpretation, both SUD areas would be subject to the new size limits of the legislation. 
These new regulations do not align with the carefully crafted standards created in the two neighborhoods’ 
SUD’s. The residents of these SUD’s should be consulted on whether they would prefer to continue to be 
regulated through their SUD, or whether they would prefer to adopt the standards of the proposed 
legislation and remove their SUD overlays before this legislation applies to said districts.  

 
Recommendation 6: Remove Section 319(d)3, which would require any historic property to obtain a CUA if the 

proposed alteration would increase the square footage of the existing building by 50% or more. Historic 
properties or eligible properties already have sufficient review procedures that ensure they retain historic 
integrity. It isn’t clear what additional protections this provision will provide that aren’t already handled 
under CEQA or the Article 10 and 11 protections. Further, the Historic Preservation Commission is the 
chartered commission that is responsible for determining the appropriateness of additions to historic 
resources in San Francisco. This provision would put the Planning Commission in that position, which it is 
not structured for or charged to do.  Staff finds that this provision will only add additional process to projects 
that would otherwise be allowed as-of-right without any additional benefit to the historic resource. 

 
 Recommendation 6a: Should the sponsor not take this recommended modification, staff recommends at 

least amending the language in Section 319(d)(3)(ii) from “has been adopted as a local landmark or a 
contributor to a local historic district under Articles ɣɢ or ɣɣ” to “has been adopted as a local landmark or a 
contributor to a local registerʐ and properties that have been determined to appear eligibleʐ or which may 
become eligible for the California Register”.  The Environmental Planning Division suggests editing the 
language of the “exemptions” section of the proposed legislation to ensure that every type of structure 
eligible under Category A.2 from Bulletin 16 is included, including Category “A” buildings.5 

 

Required Commission Action 
The proposed Ordinance is before the Commission so that it may approve it, reject it, or approve it with 
modifications. 
 

 
5 https://archives.sfplanning.org/documents/5340-PresBulletin16CEQA.pdf 
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Environmental Review  
The proposed amendments are not defined as a project under CEQA Guidelines Section 15060(c) and 15378 
because they do not result in a physical change in the environment. 
 

Public Comment 
Staff have received several letters and exhibits from the public to be submitted as public comment. They are 
attached as Exhibit B. 
 
 

Attachments: 

Exhibit A: Draft Planning Commission Resolution  
Exhibit B: Letters of Support/Opposition 
Exhibit C: Board of Supervisors File No. 210116 



 

 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Draft Resolution 

HEARING DATE: July 7, 2021 

 

Project Name:  Review of Large Residence Developments  
Case Number:  2021-001791PCA [Board File No. 210116] 
Initiated by: Supervisor Mandelman / Introduced April 13, 2021  
Staff Contact:  Audrey Merlone, Legislative Affairs 
 Audrey.merlone@sfgov.org, 628-652-7534 
Reviewed by: Aaron D Starr, Manager of Legislative Affairs 
 aaron.starr@sfgov.org, (628) 652-7533 
 
 
 
RESOLUTION APPROVING A PROPOSED ORDINANCE THAT WOULD AMEND THE PLANNING CODE TO 
REQUIRE CONDITIONAL USE AUTHORIZATION FOR CERTAIN LARGE RESIDENCE DEVELOPMENTS IN 
RESIDENTIAL, HOUSE (RH) ZONING DISTRICTS; ADOPTING FINDINGS, INCLUDING ENVIRONMENTAL 
FINDINGS, PLANNING CODE SECTION 302 FINDINGS, AND FINDINGS OF CONSISTENCY WITH THE GENERAL 
PLAN AND PLANNING CODE SECTION 101.1. 
 
 
WHEREAS, on February 2, 2021 Supervisor Mandelman introduced a proposed Ordinance under Board of 
Supervisors (hereinafter “Board”) File Number 210116, which would amend the Planning Code to require 
Conditional Use Authorization for certain large residence developments in Residential, House (RH) zoning 
districts; 
 
WHEREAS, The Historic Preservation Commission (hereinafter “Commission”) conducted a duly noticed public 
hearing at a regularly scheduled meeting to consider the proposed Ordinance on July 7, 2021; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the proposed Ordinance has been determined to be categorically exempt from environmental review 
under the California Environmental Quality Act Section 15060(c); and 
 
WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission has heard and considered the testimony presented to it at the 
public hearing and has further considered written materials and oral testimony presented on behalf of 
Department staff and other interested parties; and 

abutkus
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WHEREAS, all pertinent documents may be found in the files of the Department, as the custodian of records, at 
49 South Van Ness Avenue, Suite 1400, San Francisco; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission has reviewed the proposed Ordinance; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Historic Preservation Commission finds from the facts presented that the public necessity, 
convenience, and general welfare require the proposed amendment; and 
 
MOVED, that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby approves with modifications the proposed ordinance.  
 

Findings 
Having reviewed the materials identified in the preamble above, and having heard all testimony and arguments, 
this Commission finds, concludes, and determines as follows: 
 
Objective 1 of the Urban Design Element instructs the City to guide development in such a manner where we 
place “Emphasis of the characteristic pattern which gives to the city and its neighborhoods an image, a sense of 
purpose, and a means of orientation.” Policy 1.3 of this objective is to “Recognize that buildings, when seen 
together, produce a total effect that characterizes the city and its districts.” The proposed Ordinance, with all staff 
modifications, helps to maintain a balance between a neighborhood’s physical identity while also not impeding 
on the development of future housing. This proposed Ordinance, with all staff modifications, will encourage 
additional density while ensuring that the resulting building forms are complementary to a neighborhood’s 
context. The proposed Ordinance additionally ensures that large, single-family home expansions are not 
approved without careful consideration through a CU authorization. 
 
In the City's FY 12-13 budget, responsibility for providing strategic direction, planning and
oversight of early care and education programs was consolidated in the new agency, OECE
 
The proposed Ordinance will correct the Planning Code so that it is in line with the City’s current practices 
and adopted budget. 
 

General Plan Compliance 

The proposed Ordinance and the Commission’s recommended modifications are is consistent with the 
following Objectives and Policies of the General Plan: 
 
 
URBAN DESIGN ELEMENT 
 
OBJECTIVE 1  
EMPHASIS OF THE CHARACTERISTIC PATTERN WHICH GIVES TO THE CITY AND ITS 
NEIGHBORHOODS AN IMAGE, A SENSE OF PURPOSE, AND A MEANS OF ORIENTATION. 
 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info
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Policy 1.3  
Recognize that buildings, when seen together, produce a total effect that characterizes the city and its 
districts.. 
 
The proposed Ordinance, with all staff modifications, helps to maintain a balance between a neighborhood’s 
physical identity while also not impeding on the development of future housing. 
 
 
HOUSING ELEMENT 
 
OBJECTIVE 2 
RETAIN EXISTING HOUSING UNITS, AND PROMOTE SAFETY AND MAINTENANCE 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. 
 
The proposed Ordinance, with all staff modifications, will promote modest density across RH districts in the City 
through the addition of residential units and ADU’s. The proposed Ordinance additionally ensures that large, 
single-family home construction or expansions are not approved without careful consideration through a CU 
authorization. 
 

Planning Code Section 101 Findings 

The proposed amendments to the Planning Code are consistent with the eight Priority Policies set forth in 
Section 101.1(b) of the Planning Code in that: 
 

1. That existing neighborhood-serving retail uses be preserved and enhanced and future opportunities 
for resident employment in and ownership of such businesses enhanced; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have a negative effect on neighborhood serving retail uses and will 
not have a negative effect on opportunities for resident employment in and ownership of 
neighborhood-serving retail. 

2. That existing housing and neighborhood character be conserved and protected in order to preserve 
the cultural and economic diversity of our neighborhoods; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have a negative effect on housing or neighborhood character. 

3. That the City’s supply of affordable housing be preserved and enhanced; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have an adverse effect on the City’s supply of affordable housing. 

4. That commuter traffic not impede MUNI transit service or overburden our streets or neighborhood 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info
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parking; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not result in commuter traffic impeding MUNI transit service or 
overburdening the streets or neighborhood parking. 

5. That a diverse economic base be maintained by protecting our industrial and service sectors from 
displacement due to commercial office development, and that future opportunities for resident 
employment and ownership in these sectors be enhanced; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not cause displacement of the industrial or service sectors due to office 
development, and future opportunities for resident employment or ownership in these sectors would 
not be impaired. 

6. That the City achieve the greatest possible preparedness to protect against injury and loss of life in an 
earthquake; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have an adverse effect on City’s preparedness against injury and 
loss of life in an earthquake. 

7. That the landmarks and historic buildings be preserved; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have an adverse effect on the City’s Landmarks and historic 
buildings. 

8. That our parks and open space and their access to sunlight and vistas be protected from 
development; 
 
The proposed Ordinance would not have an adverse effect on the City’s parks and open space and their 
access to sunlight and vistas. 

Planning Code Section 302 Findings. 

The Historic Preservation Commission finds from the facts presented that the public necessity, convenience 
and general welfare require the proposed amendments to the Planning Code as set forth in Section 302. 
 
 
NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Commission hereby APPROVES WITH MODIFICATIONS the 
proposed Ordinance as described in this Resolution. 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was adopted by the Commission at its meeting on July 7, 2021.  
 
 
Jonas P. Ionin 
Commission Secretary 
 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info
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AYES:    
 
NOES:    
 
ABSENT:   
 
ADOPTED: July 7, 2021 

http://www.sf-planning.org/info
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B-1 Front & Rear Facades - By Linear Foot
Element Exis*ng Removed
Front Façade 24 LF 24 LF
Rear Façade 24 LF 13.75 LF
Total 48 LF 37.75 LF
Percent Removed 79% >50% Non-Conforming

B-2 All Exterior Walls - By Linear Foot
Element Exis*ng Removed
Front Façade 24' LF 24' LF
Rear Façade 24' LF 13.75"LF
Right Wall 28.25 LF 0 LF
LeG Wall 28.25 LF 0 LF
Total 104.5 LF 37.75'
Percent Removed 36% <65% Conforms

C-1 All VerJcal Envelope Elements - By Area
Element Exis*ng Removed
Front Façade 661 SF 559 SF
Rear Façade 494 SF 494 SF
Right Wall 818 SF 129.5 SF
LeG Wall 818 SF 60 SF
Total 2791 SF 1242.5 SF
Percent Removed 45% <50% Conforms

C-2 All Horizontal Elements - By Area
Element Exis*ng Removed
2nd Floor Place 923 SF 296 SF
Roof Plate 923 SF 923 SF
Total 1846 SF 1219 SF
Percent Removed 66% >50% Non-Conforming

1
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NOTICE OF PRE-APPLICATION MEETING

PRE-APPLICATION MEETING

Date: 

Dear Neighbor:
You are invited to a neighborhood Pre-Application meeting to review and discuss the development proposal at

, cross street(s)  (Block/Lot#: ; Zoning: 
), in accordance with the San Francisco Planning Department’s Pre-Application procedures. !e Pre-

Application meeting is intended as a way for the Project Sponsor(s) to discuss the project and review the proposed plans with adjacent 
neighbors and neighborhood organizations before the submittal of an application to the City. !is provides neighbors an opportunity 
to raise questions and discuss any concerns about the impacts of the project before it is submitted for the Planning Department’s 
review. Once a Building Permit has been submitted to the City, you may track its status at www.sfgov.org/dbi.  

!e Pre-Application process serves as the "rst step in the process prior to "ling a Project Application with the Planning Department.  
!ose contacted as a result of the Pre-Application process will also receive formal noti"cation from the city a#er the project is 
submitted and reviewed by Planning Department sta$.

A Pre-Application meeting is required because this project includes (check all that apply):

New Construction subject to Section 311;

Any vertical addition of 7 feet or more subject to Section 311;

Any horizontal addition of 10 feet or more subject to Section 311;

Decks over 10 feet above grade or within the required rear yard subject to Section 311;

All Formula Retail uses subject to a Conditional Use Authorization;

PDR-1-B, Section 313;

Community Business Priority Processing Program (CB3P). 

!e development proposal is to: 

Existing # of dwelling units:  Proposed:  Permitted: 
Existing bldg square footage:  Proposed:  Permitted: 
Existing # of stories:  Proposed:  Permitted: 
Existing bldg height:  Proposed:  Permitted: 
Existing bldg depth:  Proposed:  Permitted: 

MEETING INFORMATION:
Property Owner(s) name(s): 
Project Sponsor(s): 
Contact information (email/phone): 
Meeting Address*: 
Date of meeting: Time of meeting**: 
*The meeting should be conducted at the project site or within a one-mile radius, unless the Project Sponsor has requested a Department 
Facilitated�Pre-Application Meeting, in which case the meeting will be held at the Planning Department offices, at ���4PVUI�7BO�/FTT�"WFOVF�4VJUF�
����.

**Weeknight meetings shall occur between 6:00 p.m. - 9:00 p.m. Weekend meetings shall be between 10:00 a.m. - 9:00 p.m, unless the Project Sponsor 
has selected a Department Facilitated Pre-Application Meeting.

If you have questions about the San Francisco Planning Code, Residential Design Guidelines, or general development process in the City, email 
the Planning counter at the Permit Center at pic@sfgov.org. You may also find information about the San Francisco Planning Department and on-
going planning efforts at www.sfplanning.org. 

mailto:pic@sfgov.org?subject=
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06.28.21 

Supervisor Mandelman’s LARGE RESIDENCE DEVELOPMENT LEGISLATION, SFBOS FILE #210116: 

AN INITIATIVE TO REGULATE HOME SIZE 

 

In recent years, we have seen several attempts by both the Planning Department and the Board of Supervisors to 
place a city-wide, universal limit on the size of an individual housing unit in San Francisco; in every case that limit is 
well below the typical home size in many parts of the city and includes many spaces within a unit that are neither 
occupied nor habitable. These legislative initiatives aim to maintain a predominance of small units in formerly 
working-class neighborhoods under the misguided belief that such controls will depress home prices and create 
affordability where it no longer exists.  

 

In this context, Supervisor Rafael Mandelman has proposed legislation that would create a new section of the 
Planning Code, Section 319, that would require a Conditional Use Authorization (CUA) for any single-family home, 
or any multi-unit, residential construction in an RH district resulting in any unit exceeding 2,500 GSF, regardless of 
the number of units proposed on the site. It also seeks to “protect and enhance the neighborhood character”, 
regulating aesthetics, as if the Planning Department did not already follow a rigorous and time-consuming review 
of existing conditions, historical significance, and neighborhood context.  As written, this legislation discriminates 
against those with larger families or households, often those of more modest means and people of color.  Current 
Planning regulations control the size of residential buildings by form-based criteria defining the allowable building 
envelope, such as setbacks, rear yards, and height requirements, which are further limited by the Residential 
Design Guidelines; this legislation substantially reduces what is allowed even further. 

 

The proposed Section 319, increases the risk, cost, and time burden for residential expansions and the construction 
of new units in these districts, without improving the supply of affordable housing.  We are recommending some 
changes that may bring this policy more into the realm of city-wide urban planning and away from the kind of lot-
by-lot legislation that slows development and increases the cost of building housing units in RH districts.  We need 
to be streamlining permitting, not adding additional process.  The delays and costs of Planning’s existing policies 
continue to drive families from the City, when we already have the lowest percentage of families with kids of any 
major US city. 

 

IF THIS LEGISLATION IS TO MOVE FORWARD, THE FOLLOWING REVISIONS ARE NEEDED: 

 

1. Raise the size of units allowed in RH zoning districts before triggering CUA from 2,500 GSF (gross square feet) 
as the trigger for CUA for any unit in an RH district. 
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This is simply too small for many households, especially because the sum of uninhabitable space—such as 
ground floor and attic space, parking in other than basements, and outdoor exit stairs --can easily reach 1,000 
sf, reducing the living space to 1,500 sf or less in many cases.  Such a small unit excludes multi-generational 
households and many families with children. A February 7th article in the New York Times about ADU’s states 
that by 2016, the number of adults in the US living on the same property with parents or grandparents had 
reached close to its 1950 peak. While the ADU is a great option for many, it does not work as a fix for all large 
or extended families or households. These units are expensive to build and are not allowed to be 
interconnected with the primary unit. 

 

1. Change the definition of area used in calculations to exclude the square footage of unoccupied ground 
floor and attic spaces, exterior walls, parking, and mechanical rooms. 
The use of Gross Square Feet (GSF) as a measure of a unit’s size is not in keeping with people’s perceptions, and 
Assessor’s Office and real estate practices and includes many areas not typically counted.  In addition, when 
exterior walls and mechanical spaces are included, a project sponsor is penalized for energy efficient measures 
resulting in thickened walls and large mechanical spaces.  

 

2. Allow units to expand without CUA on a sliding scale proportional to their current size: 
• Eliminate expansion limits resulting in units equal to or less than 3,000 sf . 
• Allow 50% expansion of units between 3,001 – 3,500 sf  
• Allow 25% expansion between 3,501 – 4,000 sf  
• Allow 15% expansion between 4,001 – 4,500 sf  
• Allow 10% between 4,501 sf and over 

 

3. Do not include in the calculation of allowable % increases “all development performed on the lot within 
the last 10 years” before these restrictions even existed.   
The unit is now what size it is, that should be the starting point.  The legislation punishes people for additions 
that were completed prior to this legislation even being contemplated.  

 

4. Do not include in the regulations and criteria for Findings for a CUA criteria that are already regulated by 
Planning in existing regulations and processes:   
It is a waste of the Commission’s time and energy, and Project Sponsors’ financial resources and time to 
revisit their determination.  We need to be streamlining reviews. 

• Remove from CUA considerations “whether the development proposes to remove more than 50% of the 
existing front façade”.  Demolition in Section 317, the Historic Preservation review process, and the 
Residential Design Guidelines already regulate the front façade. 

• Review of historic buildings is already covered by the Historic Preservation Commission for declared 
Landmarks and Districts, and by CEQA for Historic Resources and Districts. 



• Regulations to “protect and enhance the neighborhood character” are already enshrined in the 
Residential Design Guidelines. 

 

5. Grandfathering: Change the applicability of the ordinance to instances where a complete Development 
Application is submitted after the effective date of the legislation rather than the date legislation was 
introduced (February 2, 2021). 
There is no rational argument for holding citizens responsible for following laws that have not gone into 
effect, and which few will know are even being considered.  Realistically, for all but the very wealthy, it 
means all design and permit review of development that might trigger CUA would rationally need to stop 
until the final passage or failure to pass of the legislation occurs.   

 

Let us speak the truth about affordability. 

Finally, it is time to let go of the myth that small is affordable. The cost of construction, in dollars per square foot, is 
more expensive the smaller the unit.  A family with a $500,000 budget for housing cannot buy a market-rate 
apartment or house in San Francisco under any circumstances, because units are selling for upwards of $800/sf and 
construction costs are upwards of $500/sf, not including the cost of land, permit fees, architectural and engineering 
fees, nor the cost of holding the property for two years and living somewhere else while permits are processed, 
plus another year for construction. So even a brand-new apartment built cheaply will be marketed at $800 - 
$1000/sf, making the available unit between 500sf and 625sf, clearly not suitable for a household larger than two 
intimate partners.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Vivian Dwyer AIA, Chair, SF AIA Public Policy & Advocacy Committee 

 

Karin Payson AIA, Co-Chair, SF AIA Public Policy & Advocacy Committee 
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What Does the Present Look Like in San Francisco? 

In his canonical text De architectura, the oldest surviving treatise on architecture in western culture, the 
Roman architect Vitruvius declares that successful architecture must combine three essential qualities: 
“firmness, commodity, and delight.” This essay is a short musing on how we might rediscover delight as 
a foundational aspect of architectural practice – even within the fraught political climate of building in 
San Francisco.  

People have always held passionate opinions regarding where delight comes from in architecture. 
Historically, this term has referenced the aesthetic aspect of architecture, in opposition to structural and 
safety concerns (firmness) and physical comfort and functionality (commodity). So really delight is about 
beauty, and what architecture looks like, rather than how it performs technically.  
 
Currently in San Francisco there is a hot debate regarding density and size. This commentary is 
deliberately not about this issue. Instead, it is about style and appropriateness at a more basic level. 
Should we allow new buildings that express our present moment in San Francisco? If so, what should 
they look like? In theory, the aesthetic answers should be similar regardless of the size of the project. 
But as we will quickly see, this is a rather slippery topic. There are different ideas of what constitutes 
beauty. 

BEAUTY = CONFORMITY WITH THE REAL CONTEXT 
Much of the Planning code presumes a very simple moral code:  what exists is good; what does not exist 
is most likely going to be bad, certainly worse than what already exists. So, if something new must 
happen, the smaller the better! This morality results in an intense privileging of conformity as the 
fundamental metric by which to evaluate any proposal. To what extent does the proposed project 
conform with its context? The more it conforms, the better the project.  

In this context, all San Francisco architects know that the easiest path to approval is to essentially try to 
hide the project. This typically involves a combination of trying to make the project appear small (less 
disruption) and also blandly contextual. Such conformity starts at massing and typically extends to 
materiality and even specific detailing. This logic is embodied in the design guidelines where different 
historical styles are listed, along with rules for conforming to context. Ideally, the new project will simply 
reinforce what already exists, to create the least emotional or intellectual disturbance possible for the 
public. 

BEAUTY = CONFORMITY TO A FANTASY PROJECTION 
Within this system, it is often conceptually possible to design an original project by strategically 
combining selected contextual elements which point towards a more contemporary approach. For 
instance, there are plenty of projects sprinkled throughout San Francisco from the 1970s, a period which 
is enjoying a nuanced reconsideration in architectural connoisseurship worldwide – and could provide 
rich terrain for such contextuality. However, this is a time-period which is deemed undesirable and not 
worthy as a reference. 

Here we hit a central paradox of the Planning process. As previously noted, the design guidelines 
privilege that which exists. But some of this context is more appropriate than others. This bit of 
sophistry allows the Planner (or Planning Commissioner or Supervisor) to cherry pick the parts of the 
context she prefers. The preferred elements are deemed contributing and the rest is simply ignored. So, 
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in general, architecture should not look new because the new does not yet exist; but in the off-chance 
there is some element of the existing situation which shares elements with the (proposed) new project, 
that bit of context can simply be wished away as non-contributing.  

This mechanism is crucial to unpack as it allows for various invisible and unaccountable players to 
project highly personal preferences onto the existing morphology of our city, and push it into certain 
ideological directions even further than would otherwise be possible. Architects daily encounter highly 
personal fantasies (of Planners, of Planning Commissioners, of Supervisors) of a City which only exists in 
their imaginations. Not only are these imaginary cities impervious to the needs and reality of our current 
moment, they are also untouched by San Francisco’s actual highly specific history. The parts of history 
people don’t like are simply wished away in favor of a highly personal narrative. Sound familiar? 

WHY FEAR PHYSICAL CHANGE, BUT NOT SOCIAL CHANGE? 
Where does the impulse towards extreme conservativism relative to the built environment come from? 
Does a fear of change in the built environment relate to a fear of societal change? One which triggers 
dark reactionary forces like we recently witnessed with the attempted insurrection?  It seems to me that 
the impulse to stop change comes from a similar place of exclusion – a deep nostalgia for the good old 
days predicated on highly specific power structures.  

San Francisco is famous for its liberal attitude politically and socially. Economically and socially, the Bay 
Area has historically driven been driven by an embrace of the new. Contemporary San Francisco 
embraces new, experimental ways of living. And for better or worse it is certainly actively questioning 
the wisdom of past generations on fraught issues such as social justice, gender equality, mental health, 
and wealth distribution. I would be quite surprised to hear any Supervisor mandate that citizens adopt 
the moral values of a typical San Franciscan living in, say, 1908. This inconsistency when we look at their 
attitude towards the built environment creates a self-contradiction.  

My sense is that the suppression of physical change allows people to act out personal repressive 
impulses without having to state these motives out loud. A disingenuously proffered reverence for 
history is commonly used as cover for this repression. Ironically, the built environment seems to be the 
only space where such reverence for the distant past guides political action in our City. Why would a City 
so dedicated to liberality in so many other ways not be fine with some amount of adventurous 
architecture? Why not support architecture which tries to redefine what might be, rather than 
reworking what was? 

IS ARCHITECTURE AN ART? 
It would be absurd to argue that all the best books have already been written. Equally comic would be a 
textbook describing the rules contemporary painting must follow. Worse yet, imagine a world in which 
new films are forbidden – where the proscribed limit of originality is a remake with a new cast. If we 
accept that architecture has an aesthetic component, then limiting the discipline to the repetition of 
existing aesthetic solutions makes no sense.  

Accepting that architecture even has an aesthetic component is of course a fraught topic. One might 
make the argument that a work of art may be interesting or even confrontational, but the distribution 
mediums are such that we are all free to choose which books to read, which films to see, etc. 
Architecture is a public art, and viewing architecture is not voluntary. Of course, as it is built and ages it 
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become part of reality, part of the context. But certainly, an original project may initially disturb its 
context by not smoothly blending in with that context (real or imagined).  

Is such disturbance inherently bad? Or good? Making space for originality, for architecture which 
authentically speaks to our time is the central issue here. Currently, we have a lowest common 
denominator approach which levels everything to the extent possible into a dull mush of contextuality. 
Success is no noticeable change. But in a vibrant, contemporary City, we might imagine some buildings 
which take aesthetic risks. These might not always be successful, but we could imagine a different 
system which would at least allow for the possibility of success.  

Although our current political experiments may not all turn out perfectly, San Francisco is at least trying 
to look to the future and be at the forefront of history. How can we possibly meet the challenges of the 
future that architecture desperately need to confront, like climate change and the incorporation of new 
technology if we are literally living in an ersatz 19th and early 20th century world? 
 
THE CONTEMPORARY 
What aspect of contemporary architecture troubles people? Do most San Franciscans really know what 
contemporary architecture is? In my experience, the local conception of what constitutes contemporary 
architecture has very little to what is actually happening worldwide. We are witnessing a massive 
change in building technology and possibilities for how buildings are designed and built. There are 
entirely new possibilities for how architecture can address urgent societal needs, one of which is the 
need for expression relevant for our time. Many of the world’s great cities famously manage to 
successfully reconcile their historical fabric with contemporary architecture. Think of London, Paris, 
Copenhagen, Tokyo, Vienna, Beijing to name just a few. These are cities with incredible historical 
architecture. But they also understand that history is a continuum, and that we must balance the needs 
of our time with our relationship to the past. The great irony in all this is of course that historical 
architecture was once contemporary architecture.  

Traditional San Francisco is not some sort of great architectural masterpiece. Rather, it is a kind of 
scruffy assembly of buildings of varying degrees of quality. There is a hysterical myth about the historical 
importance of every old building in San Francisco. Does this myth really bear scrutiny? Certainly, we 
should protect selected examples and architecturally significant fabric from past eras. But as discussed, 
the current emphasis on protection and matching as core values can and should be reconsidered. As an 
international city, San Francisco deserves better buildings at every scale, of every program – buildings 
which represent who we are right now and where we are going, rather than clinging to nostalgia for a 
simpler past. Our present age is messy and complicated, but potentially optimistic too. Our buildings 
should be allowed to be optimistic about the future, with San Francisco leading the way.  

 

Luke Ogrydziak 
Principal, OPA 
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June 24th, 2021

Dear Supervisor Mandelman,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on your Large Residence Development Legislation.
We appreciate your thoughtful attention to planning policy and respect the premise of this
legislation that in general encourages moderately-sized family homes rather than exceedingly
large, out of scale, and expensive single family homes.

We do, however, have some significant concerns about this legislation, including that it (a)does
not create smaller and more affordable homes, (b)will add a large number of CUs to the
planning process, and (c)is disproportionate to the problem it is trying to solve. To that end, we
offer the following recommendations for your consideration.

1. If the intent of the legislation is to ensure that more smaller homes are built, rather
than fewer larger homes, we should instead eliminate RH-1 and RH-2 zoning.
San Francisco’s current RH-1 and RH-2 zoning encourages the creation of large homes
because that is all that is allowed under those zoning categories, even with the ADU
legislation that allows one additional small unit. If the purpose of the legislation is to not
create large homes, then the elimination of RH-1 and RH-2 zoning - coupled with the
allowance of duplexes, triplexes, quadplexes, and sixplexes - instead will create more
homes of more modest size. This is in keeping with your proposal to allow four unit
buildings on corner lots and near transit, which we strongly support.

2. Eliminate the provision that requires CUs for projects creating units over 2,500
square feet.
We are concerned that this provision will require the Planning Department to spend
countless hours reviewing home additions. San Francisco already has one of the most
complex planning codes in the entire country. Planning Code Section 317 requires a CU
for the demolition of any dwelling unit and Section 311 permits discretionary review of
any project where even a single neighbor objects. As such, the Planning Commission
does not need new tools to consider the replacement structure on sites where existing
dwellings, including single family homes, are demolished. Adding additional CUs to the
code for additions, even of modest size, will only make matters worse by taking up staff
and Commission time that should be spent on efforts that will demonstrably help
alleviate our housing crisis. At a minimum, the trigger for the CU should be for new
homes or additions that exceed 3,500 square feet (as opposed to 2,500 square feet)
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because 3,500 square feet is a home size that can accommodate large families,
including multi-generational families.

Other provisions of the Planning Code require 3-bedroom units in most new construction
projects for this very reason. Additionally, the square footage trigger should only be
calculated on living space, as opposed to gross square footage (which includes garages
and storage) as your legislation now provides.

Another way to approach CUs is to allow expansions up to a certain percentage based
on the current size of the home, as referenced in the San Francisco American Institute of
Architects’ letter.

3. Ensure that the proposal is really solving the intended problem.
It would be extremely helpful to have data showing how many projects in the last 5 years
have involved the creation of homes larger than 3,500 square feet, as there may be a
more targeted measure that could be put in place to discourage truly large and
disproportionate homes. If the problem is that the homes are large and unsightly, this
issue can be fixed through enforcement of the Residential Design Guidelines and other
urban design regulations. If the problem is that the homes are expensive and are only
affordable to wealthy individuals, the elimination of RH-1 and RH-2 zoning will address
that problem.

Additionally, we strongly support the comments contributed by the SFAIA in their very thoughtful
letter that includes references to unoccupied floor space like attics, grandfathering, and
calculations of square footage to be based on the current home and not previous remodels. We
very much hope the issues raised in this letter and in the SFAIA’s correspondence will be
addressed in future iterations of this legislation.

Thank you again for considering our comments, and we would be glad to discuss in further
detail with you and your team.

Sincerely,

Todd David Sarah Karlinsky
HAC SPUR
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[Planning Code - Review of Large Residence Developments]  

 
 

Ordinance amending the Planning Code to require Conditional Use Authorization for 

certain large residence developments in Residential, House (RH) zoning districts; 

affirming the Planning Department’s determination under the California Environmental 

Quality Act; and making findings of consistency with the General Plan, and the eight 

priority policies of Planning Code, Section 101.1, and findings of public convenience, 

necessity, and welfare under Planning Code, Section 302. 

 
 NOTE: Unchanged Code text and uncodified text are in plain Arial font. 

Additions to Codes are in single-underline italics Times New Roman font. 
Deletions to Codes are in strikethrough italics Times New Roman font. 
Board amendment additions are in double-underlined Arial font. 
Board amendment deletions are in strikethrough Arial font. 
Asterisks (*   *   *   *) indicate the omission of unchanged Code  
subsections or parts of tables. 

 
 

Be it ordained by the People of the City and County of San Francisco: 

 

Section 1.  Environmental and Land Use Findings. 

(a) The Planning Department has determined that the actions contemplated in this 

ordinance comply with the California Environmental Quality Act (California Public Resources 

Code Sections 21000 et seq.).  Said determination is on file with the Clerk of the Board of 

Supervisors in File No. __________ and is incorporated herein by reference.  The Board 

affirms this determination.   

(b) On __________, the Planning Commission, in Resolution No. __________, 

adopted findings that the actions contemplated in this ordinance are consistent, on balance, 

with the City’s General Plan and eight priority policies of Planning Code Section 101.1.  The 

Board adopts these findings as its own.  A copy of said Resolution is on file with the Clerk of 
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the Board of Supervisors in File No. __________, and is incorporated herein by reference. 

(c) Pursuant to Planning Code Section 302, the Board of Supervisors finds that this 

ordinance will serve the public necessity, convenience, and welfare for the reasons stated in 

Planning Commission Resolution No. __________. 

 

Section 2.  The Planning Code is hereby amended by adding Section 319, to read as 

follows: 

 

SEC. 319.  REVIEW OF LARGE RESIDENCE DEVELOPMENTS. 

 (a) Purpose.  The purpose of this Section 319 is to protect and enhance existing 

neighborhood character, encourage new infill housing at compatible densities and scale, and provide 

for thorough assessment of proposed large single-family residences that could adversely impact 

neighborhood character and affordable housing opportunities. 

 (b) Applicability. 

  (1)  This Section 319 applies to all Residential Buildings in Residential, House (RH) 

zoning districts, in those instances where a complete Development Application was submitted on or 

after February 2, 2021. 

  (2)  All applicable provisions of the Planning Code shall continue to apply to 

Residential Buildings, except as otherwise stated in this Section 319. 

 (c) Conditional Use Authorizations.  In all RH zoning districts, the following 

developments shall require a Conditional Use authorization: 

 (1)  New Construction.  Residential development on a vacant lot, or demolition and new 

construction, where the development will result in only one Dwelling Unit on the lot or in any Dwelling 

Unit with a gross floor area exceeding 2,500 square feet.  

/// 
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 (2)  Expansion of Existing Development.  On a developed lot where no existing 

Dwelling Unit exceeds 2,500 square feet of gross floor area, expansion of the Residential Use that 

would result in an increase of more than 50% of gross floor area to any Dwelling Unit or in a Dwelling 

Unit exceeding 2,500 square feet of gross floor area, except where the total increase of gross floor area 

of any existing Dwelling Unit is not more than 10%.  The calculation of total gross floor area increase 

shall include all development performed on the lot within the last 10 years. 

 (3)  Expansion of Existing Large Residence Development.  On a developed lot where 

any existing Dwelling Unit exceeds 2,500 square feet of gross floor area, expansion of the Residential 

Use that would result in an increase of more than 10% of gross floor area of any Dwelling Unit.  The 

calculation of total gross floor area increase shall include all development performed on the lot within 

the last 10 years. 

(d) Exceptions.  Notwithstanding subsections (c)(2) and (c)(3) above, developments that 

increase the number of Dwelling Units on the lot shall not require Conditional Use authorization 

provided that: 1) no Dwelling Unit exceeds 2,500 square feet of gross floor area as a result of the 

development, 2) no proposed Dwelling Unit is less than one-third the gross floor area of the largest 

Dwelling Unit resulting on the lot, and 3) neither the property or any existing structure on the 

property: i) is listed on or formally eligible for listing in the California Register of Historic Resources; 

ii) has been adopted as a local landmark or a contributor to a local historic district under Articles 10 

or 11, or iii) has been determined to appear eligible for listing in the California Register of Historic 

Resources. 

(e) Conditional Use Findings.  In addition to the criteria outlined in Planning Code Section 

303(c)(1), the Planning Commission shall also consider the following factors when deciding whether to 

approve Conditional Use applications under this Section 319: 

 (1)  whether the development increases the number of Dwelling Units on the lot; 

/// 
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 (2)  whether the property or any existing structure on the lot is listed in or formally 

eligible for listing in the California Register of Historic Resources or has been determined to appear 

eligible for listing in the California Register of Historic Resources; whether the property or any 

existing structure on the property is an "historical resource" under CEQA; 

 (3)  whether any existing structure on the lot has been adopted as a local landmark or a 

contributor to a local historic district under Articles 10 or 11 of this Code, and whether the proposed 

development would render the property ineligible for historic designation as an individual or 

contributing resource;   

 (4)  whether the proposed development preserves or enhances the neighborhood 

character by retaining existing design elements and meeting applicable Residential Design Guidelines;  

 (5)  whether the development proposes to remove more than 50% of the existing front 

façade; and 

 (6)  whether the project removes rental units subject to the Residential Rent Stabilization 

and Arbitration Ordinance.  

 

Section 3.  Effective Date.  This ordinance shall become effective 30 days after 

enactment.  Enactment occurs when the Mayor signs the ordinance, the Mayor returns the 

ordinance unsigned or does not sign the ordinance within ten days of receiving it, or the Board 

of Supervisors overrides the Mayor’s veto of the ordinance.   

 
APPROVED AS TO FORM: 
DENNIS J. HERRERA, City Attorney 
 
 
By: /s/ KRISTEN A. JENSEN 
 KRISTEN A. JENSEN 
 Deputy City Attorney 
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