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TransiT CenTer DisTriCT in 2030

the transit center District is the bustling heart of one of the 
world’s great cities. Seamlessly tied into regional and statewide 
mass transit systems, the District’s gracious sidewalks and 
public plazas are filled day and night with workers, visitors, and 
residents out and about on foot. these public spaces are lined 
by buildings that, while of great stature, engage the street at 
a distinctly human scale and create comfortable, fine-grained, 
and engaging urban spaces for the life of the District to play out. 
the District is a comfortable weave of new and old, with new 
skyline additions blending well at the ground with the blocks 
of preserved historic buildings on mission, Howard, and Second 
streets, providing links to the past. 

radiating from the transbay transit center is a network of public 
spaces that provides both inspiring and functional support for an 
incredible concentration of activity—people working in, living 
in, and visiting the area, as well as people simply passing through 
via the major transit systems that serve the whole city and 
region. equally, most find the District an enjoyable and humane 
place to spend time, not necessarily conscious that the District 
is an exemplar of comprehensive environmental sustainability 
benefitting the entire region.

on any one block at any one time, these thousands of people 
have countless trajectories and stories. Some might be:

…walking down Howard Street from the moscone center to 
the transit center to catch a return train to los angeles. after 
grabbing a quick bite at a take-out stand along the pedestrian-
only natoma alley and realizing there are another 20 minutes 
before departure, they sit in the plaza at Second and Howard and 
catch up on email before heading down to the train.

…getting off an ac transit transbay bus and exiting the Grand 
Hall of the transit center into mission Square. easily crossing the 
transit-only block of mission Street amidst a constant stream of 
hundreds of other people heading to work and play, they stroll 
up the busy, but pleasantly landscaped, fremont Street to their 
jobs. 

…pedaling east on folsom Street, then north on the path under 
the bus ramps, crossing Howard Street at the mid-block signal, 
then heading down the bike ramp into the station to catch 
caltrain to school and work in Palo alto and San Jose.

…getting off the mission Street bus in front of the transit 
tower, then heading into the building up to the public sky lobby 
observation deck on the 70th floor to get a drink and take in the 
magnificent 360 degree sunset views, sweeping from the Golden 
Gate bridge to mount Diablo.

…checking out a shared bike from a city bike Share pod on the 
gracious sidewalk on Spear Street near market, in order to head 
to a client meeting in Soma.

…sitting on a bench amidst the lush planters on mission Street 
during lunch, waiting for a friend, and watching the people pass 
by and not even keeping track of the time.

…heading down the elevator after work in the new mixed-use 
tower on the north side of Howard Street, then entering directly 
into the transit center park via a public pedestrian sky-bridge 
over natoma to catch some late-afternoon sun, relaxing on the 
grass and listening to a live band. 

Vision
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from vantages outside the District around the city, people look 
toward downtown, its central place on the region’s landscape, 
marveling at the beauty of the built qualities of the city carefully 
set in the backdrop of its magnificent setting. People might be:

…walking the dog from corona Heights to twin Peaks, looking 
back on the dramatic and elegant sweep of the skyline, set against 
the bay, the bay bridge, the east bay hills, pointing out the clearly 
distinguishable landmarks and districts, with the transit tower as 
a regional beacon marking the core of the downtown, with the 
skyline descending to folsom Street allowing a glimpse of the 
bay bridge, before rincon Hill rises to the south.

...riding a bus across the western span of the bay bridge into the 
city and watching the city’s dramatic skyline come into view with 
the city’s central hills, marked by the Sutro tower, providing a 
distant context and backdrop.

and some key elements of the District’s global excellence are 
equally appreciated, but not apparent to the casual observer, 
including:

… the plants, pumps, and underground pipes in building 
basements and streets, providing district-wide systems for 
energy and water, substantially reducing resource usage and 
carbon emissions to a level that more than does the District’s 
part to help meet the efficiency and environmental goals of the 
city and region.

…building systems that use the best available technology, 
and minimize their ecological footprints well beyond their 
inherent advantages of density and transit accessibility to 
make this District the exemplar of transit-oriented, low-carbon 
development in the region.

…the majority of people traveling to and around the District by 
means other than private cars, taking transit and taxis, walking, 
bicycling, and ensuring that everyone can get where they need 
to go efficiently.



3.2

BACKGROUND

Situated just south of San Francisco’s downtown
Financial District, east of Yerba Buena, north of
Rincon Hill and South Beach, and west of the
Embarcadero, the Transbay area has the potential to
become an active, livable neighborhood that links
these adjacent districts and provides San Francisco
with much needed housing. As yet, however, this
potential has gone unmet. The Transbay Project
Area is currently zoned as Downtown Commercial
Districts (C-3-O, C-3-O (SD), C-3-S) and Public Use
Districts (P). Though some industrial and residential
sites are scattered along the Second Street bound-
ary, the area is primarily comprised of surface 

parking lots, low-rise warehouse/office develop-
ment and mid- to high-rise office buildings along
Mission Street (See Exhibit 3.1). However, more
prominent than any of the buildings types are the
overpasses and on-off-ramps leading to and from
the Bay Bridge.

Opportunities
– Creation of a full-service, high-density residential 

neighborhood with public amenities.
– Sustainable transit-oriented development.

L A N D  U S E  F R A M E W O R K

Transbay presents a rare opportunity to take advantage of surplus public land adjacent to

the region’s transit hub to enhance and weave together a vibrant downtown, an active

historic and cultural district, blossoming residential neighborhoods, and the waterfront.

San Francisco’s South of Market (in foreground) and Financial District (in background)

Public parcels, currently serving as parking lots, comprise much
of the Transbay Area.They will be developed with housing and
neighborhood-serving retail at the ground level.

03_Land Use Framework.qxd  9/30/2003  9:53 AM  Page 3.2

Almost every resident, worker, and visitor of San 
Francisco is a stakeholder in the functions and quality 
of downtown. The Transit Center District Plan provides 
the vision and strategies to guide in the creation of this 
new heart of the city.

“

”
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InTRoDucTIon

Like no other part of San Francisco, the downtown is central 
to the life of the city and the region: functionally as the 
primary job, shopping, and cultural center, and physically 
as the hub of its transportation network and the prominent 
skyline visible from around the city and Bay. Changes to the 
downtown affect all San Franciscans and people in the region, 
not just those who work or live there. There are those who 
work in downtown daily, others who travel through it on their 
way somewhere, increasing more who live in and around 
downtown, and many others who visit regularly to shop or 
enjoy its cultural richness. Almost every resident, worker, and 
visitor of San Francisco is a stakeholder in the functions and 
quality of downtown. The Transit Center District Plan (TCDP) 
provides the vision and strategies to guide in the creation of 
this new heart of the city.  

The TCDP builds on the City’s renowned Downtown Plan that 
envisioned the area around the Transbay Terminal as the 
heart of the new downtown. Twenty-five years later, this part 
of the city is poised to become just that. The removal of the 
Embarcadero Freeway, along with the adoption of plans for 

the Transbay Redevelopment Area and Rincon Hill, has allowed 
the transformation of the southern side of the downtown in 
the cohesive way envisioned in the Downtown Plan. Projected 
to serve approximately 20 million users annually, the new 
Transbay Transit Center will be an intense hub of activity at the 
center of the neighborhood. 

Rather than rethink the Downtown Plan, however, this Plan 
seeks to enhance its precepts, to build on its established 
patterns of land use, urban form, public space, and circulation, 
and to make adjustments based on today’s understanding of 
the future. The Plan presents planning policies and controls for 
land use, urban form, and building design of private properties 
and properties owned or to be owned by the Transbay Joint 
Powers Authority around the Transbay Transit Center, and 
for improvement and management of the District’s public 
realm and circulation system of streets, plazas, and parks. To 
help ensure that the Transbay Transit Center and other public 
amenities and infrastructure needed in the area are built, 
the Plan also proposes mechanisms for directing necessary 
funding from increases in development opportunity to these 
purposes.
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INTRODUCTION

PRojecT AReA BounDARy

The Transit Center District, or Plan Area, consists of 
approximately 145 acres centered on the Transbay 
Terminal, situated between the Northern Financial 
District, Rincon Hill, Yerba Buena Center and the Bay. 
The boundaries of the District are roughly Market Street 
on the north, Embarcadero on the east, Folsom Street 
on the south, and Hawthorne Street to the west. While 
these boundaries overlap with those of the Transbay 
Redevelopment Project Area, this Plan will not affect 
the adopted land use or development controls for Zone 
1 of the Redevelopment Area (see section below in this 
chapter regarding the Transbay Redevelopment Plan for 
an explanation of the Redevelopment Plan’s Zones 1 and 
2), and is consistent with the overall goals of the Transbay 
Redevelopment Plan.

Currently, the Plan Area is comprised primarily of 
office and retail, with smaller but notable amounts of 
residential and institutional (primarily educational) uses. 
Located between Minna and Natoma streets, Beale and 
Second streets, the existing Transbay Terminal and its 
ramps comprise a major feature of the area. The majority 
of the land within the Plan Area is privately-owned with 
the notable exceptions of parcels owned by the Transbay 
Joint Powers Authority (TJPA), of which at least two will 
be available for significant new development: the site of 
the proposed Transit Tower (in front of the Transit Center 
along Mission Street), and a lot (Parcel “F”) on the north 
side of Howard between First and Second streets currently 
housing bus ramps to be rebuilt on adjacent parcels just 
to the west.

Plan Area Boundary and Surrounding Neighborhoods
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INTRODUCTION

PlAn GoAls

The overarching premise of the Transit Center District Plan is to continue 
the concentration of additional growth where it is most responsible 
and productive to do so—in proximity to San Francisco’s greatest 
concentration of public transit service. The increase in development, in 
turn, will provide additional revenue for the Transit Center project and for 
the necessary improvements and infrastructure in the District. 

Increasing development around downtown San Francisco’s rich transit 
system and increased revenues for public projects are core goals of the 
Plan, but it is also critical that these policies be shaped by the values 
and principles of place-making that are essential to maintaining and 
creating what makes San Francisco a livable and unique city. The 
guiding principal behind the policies of the Transit Center District Plan 
is to balance increased density with the quality of place considerations 
that define the downtown and the city. With that in mind, the Plan is 
concerned with:

The livability of public spaces; ensuring sunlight, sufficient green  •
space, accessibility, and attention to building details.

Scale of the built environment and the perception and comfort of  •
the pedestrian.

The essential qualities and relationships of the built city at the  •
macro level of skyline and natural setting, and the images that 
inspire residents and visitors everyday and connect them to this 
place.

The ground plane; a graceful means for moving from place to place,  •
for pausing, for socializing, and for conducting business.

A comprehensive program of sustainability that goes beyond the  •
basic underpinnings of land use and transportation, and includes 
supporting systems, such as water and power.

A transportation system that supports and reinforces sustainable  •
growth and the District’s livability, one that ensures sufficient and 
appropriate capacity, infrastructure, and resources.

The Transit center District Plan has five fundamental core Goals:

B•• uild on the General Plan’s Urban Design Element and Downtown Plan, establishing controls, guidelines, and standards to advance existing policies of 
livability, as well as those that protect the unique qualities of place.

Capitalize on major transit investment with appropriate land use in the downtown core, with an eye toward long-term growth considerations••

Create a framework for a network of public streets and open spaces that support the transit system, and provides a wide variety of public amenities and a ••
world-class pedestrian experience.

Generate financial support for the Transbay Transit Center project, district infrastructure, and other public improvements. ••

Ensure that the Transit Center District is an example of comprehensive environmental sustainability in all regards.••

Plan policies and proposals are also guided by the following sustainability Goals:

Support (and where possible exceed) existing city environmental, sustainability and climate change objectives.••

Require and enable low impact, high performance development within the Transit Center development area.••

Pursue the coordination and planning for district-level sustainability programs and objectives.••
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Date subject

July 25, 2007 An introduction to the planning effort and 
key objectives.

April 30, 2008 Initial analysis and concepts related to land 
use, urban form (building heights), historic 
resources, and the public realm.

Sept 17, 2008 Issues pertaining to the “quality of place” of 
the District, including urban form (building 
design), open space, and historic resources, 
as well as conceptual initiatives for pursuing 
a comprehensive sustainability program for 
the District.

May 26, 2009 Conceptual funding program, as well as 
notable refinements to aspects of the Plan.

PlAnnInG PRocess

The planning process for the Transit Center District Plan was 
led by the San Francisco Planning Department with its two key 
partners—the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency and the 
Transbay Joint Powers Authority. Other public agencies played key 
roles in reviewing and formulating aspects of the Plan, including 
the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency and the Office of 
Economic and Workforce Development. 

In preparation of the Plan, the Planning Department held four 
public workshops:

In addition, workshops and regular updates on the planning 
process were conducted with the Redevelopment Agency’s Transbay 
Redevelopment Project Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC). These 
sessions primarily reiterated the content of the larger public 
workshops.

The TJPA, supported by Prop K Sales Tax revenue administered by the 
San Francisco County Transportation Authority, provided consultant 
funding for this planning effort, as well as assisted in funding the 
Plan’s environmental review.
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INTRODUCTION

3.2

BACKGROUND

Situated just south of San Francisco’s downtown
Financial District, east of Yerba Buena, north of
Rincon Hill and South Beach, and west of the
Embarcadero, the Transbay area has the potential to
become an active, livable neighborhood that links
these adjacent districts and provides San Francisco
with much needed housing. As yet, however, this
potential has gone unmet. The Transbay Project
Area is currently zoned as Downtown Commercial
Districts (C-3-O, C-3-O (SD), C-3-S) and Public Use
Districts (P). Though some industrial and residential
sites are scattered along the Second Street bound-
ary, the area is primarily comprised of surface 

parking lots, low-rise warehouse/office develop-
ment and mid- to high-rise office buildings along
Mission Street (See Exhibit 3.1). However, more
prominent than any of the buildings types are the
overpasses and on-off-ramps leading to and from
the Bay Bridge.

Opportunities
– Creation of a full-service, high-density residential 

neighborhood with public amenities.
– Sustainable transit-oriented development.

L A N D  U S E  F R A M E WO R K

Transbay presents a rare opportunity to take advantage of surplus public land adjacent to

the region’s transit hub to enhance and weave together a vibrant downtown, an active

historic and cultural district, blossoming residential neighborhoods, and the waterfront.

San Francisco’s South of Market (in foreground) and Financial District (in background)

Public parcels, currently serving as parking lots, comprise much
of the Transbay Area.They will be developed with housing and
neighborhood-serving retail at the ground level.

03_Land Use Framework.qxd  9/30/2003  9:53 AM  Page 3.2

Downtown San Francisco, with the existing Transbay Terminal in the foreground (Source: Transbay Redevelopment Project Area Design for Development)

PlAn oVeRVIeW AnD conTeXT

The DoWnToWn PlAn – A sTARTInG PoInT

In 1985, the City adopted the landmark Downtown Plan, which 
sought to shape the downtown by shifting growth to desired 
locations. The plan sought to expand the job core, then concentrated 
north of Market Street, to south of Market Street, especially around 
the Transbay Terminal. The Terminal area was designated as 
desirable for growth for a number of reasons. First, the expansion of 
downtown south of Market Street would better center job growth on 
the major local and regional transit infrastructure along the Market 
Street corridor. Second, re-directing growth potential would protect 
important, valued downtown historic buildings from demolition. As 
an incentive, the Downtown Plan permitted development rights to 
be transferred from these buildings to the Transbay district.

The Downtown Plan also emphasized the tangible and intangible 
qualities essential to keeping San Francisco a special place. The plan 
made broad, but well articulated, gestures to preserve the best of 
the past, shape new buildings at an appropriate scale, and provide 
for a range of public amenities. Additionally, the plan included 
measures to ensure that the necessary support structure paralleled 
new development, through requirements and fees for open space, 
affordable housing, and transit, as well as a system to meter and 
monitor growth over time.

The neeD FoR A PlAn noW

It has been 25 years since the adoption of the Downtown Plan and 
the time has come to revisit its policies and identify those that may 
need adjusting or strengthening. Downtown as currently envisioned 
by the Downtown Plan is at a point where it is largely built out, and 
the areas for growth are diminishing and limited. Furthermore, 

when the Downtown Plan was adopted, certain major pieces of 
infrastructure and facilities were in place or envisioned. Now, key 
changes have occurred and new investments are planned.

After being damaged by the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, the 
Embarcadero Freeway was torn down and the city was reconnected 
to its waterfront with a beautiful promenade, roadway and light rail 
line. This change enabled the downtown to grow southward, linking 
downtown to a future high-density residential neighborhood. The 
creation of this neighborhood was codified by the Rincon Hill Plan 
and the Transbay Redevelopment Plan, both adopted in 2005. 
Together, these plans guide the creation of a new residential 
neighborhood centered on Folsom Street, with a mixture of high, 
mid, and low-rise buildings. The high-rise elements add a new 
component to the skyline, creating a southern punctuation to the 
downtown.

During the Transbay and Rincon Hill planning processes, planners 
and decision-makers recognized the need to think anew about 
the downtown core. The Redevelopment Plan notes that the area 
north of the former freeway parcels along Folsom Street should be 
regarded as part of downtown and addressed in that context. This 
portion of the Redevelopment Area has been designated “Zone 2,” 
with jurisdiction for planning and permitting delegated back to the 
Planning Department.

By far, the most significant project planned for the District is the 
new Transbay Transit Center (see “Transbay Transit Center Project” at 
the end of this chapter). To be built by the Transbay Joint Powers 
Authority, with construction slated to commence in 2010, this 
facility will replace the obsolete terminal with a 21st Century multi-
modal transit facility meeting contemporary standards and future 
transit needs. The Transit Center will not only have expanded bus 
facilities, but will include an underground rail station to serve as the 
San Francisco terminus for Caltrain and California High Speed Rail. 
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EXHIBIT 4.1 

The Plan
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Transbay Redevelopment Plan (Source: Transbay Redevelopment Project Area 
Design for Development)

While the idea for improving the Transbay Terminal has existed for 
a number of years, this potential for building transit capacity and 
new public space transformation was not envisioned in 1985 when 
the Downtown Plan was adopted. Realizing the Transit Center and 
other changes demand a new, fresh look at the land use, urban 
form, public space, and circulation policies and assumptions for the 
area. Moreover, while the Transit Center project is moving ahead, 
additional funding is still needed for the rail portion of the project.

DoWnToWn sAn FRAncIsco In The conTeXT oF 
ReGIonAl GRoWTh

The future of the Transit Center District requires consideration of its 
place within the context of the larger city and the region as a whole. 
The growth and development patterns associated with the Transit 
District can advance larger regional sustainability goals. 

One of the defining global issues of the 21st century is environmental 
sustainability. Patterns of human settlement, particularly land 
use and transportation, are a major component of sustainable 
development, as much as the ways we generate our energy, grow 
and consume our food, and produce and consume the products that 
fill our lives. The inefficient patterns of population growth spreading 
outward from urban centers in the past 60 years (i.e. “sprawl”) have 
produced immeasurable dilemmas for the Bay Area, the bioregion, 
the state, and beyond. As a result, the region is faced with diminishing 
recreational space, animal habitat, and farmland; increasing levels 
of congestion, air and water pollution; and increasing greenhouse 
gases, which lead to climate change effects, such as rising sea levels, 
erratic and disruptive weather patterns, and decreasing habitability 
of our local waters and lands for indigenous fish, land animals, and 
plants.

BRoADeR Issues AnD The PlAce oF The TcDP

There are broader, long-term issues of citywide significance touched 
on in this Plan, but which are outside of its immediate scope. They 
relate to long-range patterns of jobs, transportation, and housing. 
Where and how San Francisco prepares itself for the future is an 
essential dialogue the city must undertake, particularly as this 
Transit Center District Plan completes the current vision for this area 
of downtown. 

The Bay Area is now intensifying efforts to grapple with the question 
of sustainability, particularly steps to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions without stifling growth. With the passage of AB 32 (which 
mandates statewide reductions in greenhouse gas emissions) and 
SB 375 (which requires regions to adopt growth management 
land use plans that result in reduced greenhouse gas emissions) 
in the California state legislature, and similar action on climate 
change likely at the federal level, there is increasing momentum to 
encourage transit-oriented development within every jurisdiction 
in the region and state.

Every urban center in the region is obligated to reassess its plans 
and potential changes within this context. Working with the 
Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC), the Association of 
Bay Area Governments (ABAG) allocates targets for jobs and housing 
to every jurisdiction, based on regional growth projections for the 
next 25 years. In order to meet the targets of AB 32 and SB 375, 
ABAG has substantially increased growth allocations to all urban 
centers and transit-served locations in the region—particularly 
San Francisco, Oakland, and San Jose. Downtown San Francisco has 
existing infrastructure in place that makes it a model of successful 
transit-oriented, low-impact growth. Adding development capacity 
to the downtown is a prudent step toward furthering the goal of 
reducing the State and region’s development footprint.

Many of these issues of controlled growth were understood in 
1985, and reflected in the Downtown Plan. The core premise of the 
Downtown Plan was that a compact, walkable, and transit-oriented 
downtown is the key precondition for the successful and sustainable 
growth of the city and the region. The Transit Center District Plan 
furthers these principles and builds on them consistent with current 
conditions and context. 
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INTRODUCTION

RelATeD PlAns AnD PRojecTs

The following is a summary of past and current reports, plans, 
projects that are relevant to future development in the Transit 
Center District.

eIR for the Transit center District Plan and Transit Tower

The Planning Department is preparing a programmatic environmental 
impact report (EIR) to evaluate the physical environmental effects of 
the proposed Transit Center District Plan project. This document will 
contain an analysis of the cumulative environmental impact of the 
Plan through the year 2030, as well as the project specific effects of 
the proposed Transit Tower. 

In addition to the new policies and controls proposed by this Plan, 
the EIR will analyze a Developer Proposed Scenario, which consists 
of a program level analysis reflecting several applications submitted 
to the Planning Department by private project sponsors of individual 
buildings, some proposed at heights and envelopes that exceed the 
limits proposed in this draft Plan. Lastly, the EIR will also evaluate a 
No Project Alternative, which will entail a continuation of existing 
zoning controls and policies within the Plan Area, along with one 
or more reduced intensity project alternatives that could potentially 
reduce or avoid any significant environmental impacts associated 
with the proposed Plan.

san Francisco General Plan

Comprised of citywide objectives and policies, the General Plan 
serves to guide public actions and decisions regarding the city’s 
development. The Plan contains ten topical Elements, of which 
the Urban Design, Transportation, and Recreation and Open Space 
elements are the most relevant to this planning effort. The Plan 
also contains several area plans for specific neighborhoods of the 

city. The Transit Center District Plan focuses on a subarea of the 
Downtown Plan, an area plan adopted in 1985. 

As described earlier, the Downtown Plan contains policies intended 
to shape the growth of the downtown in ways that ensure a high 
quality and functional place, while enabling and directing growth 
to desired locations. The core premise of the Downtown Plan is to 
create a compact, walkable district that is highly transit-oriented. 
The Plan seeks to expand the job core, beyond the concentration 
north of Market Street to areas around the Transbay Terminal, south 
of Market Street.

This draft Plan builds on the existing policies in the General Plan, and 
in some cases suggests updates or changes to existing policies. As is 
typical of all area plans, adoption of this Plan will ultimately include 
a series of amendments necessary to incorporate the policies of this 
Plan into the General Plan.

san Francisco Planning code and Zoning Maps

Part of the city’s Municipal Code, the Planning Code is the city’s 
regulatory zoning ordinance. It establishes specific standards for 
land use, buildings, and related issues of their performance (e.g. 
height, development intensity, parking, etc.), as well as procedures 
and criteria for public hearings and review, and approval of permits. 
The Zoning Maps apply Planning Code rules to specific properties and 
areas of the city. This Draft Plan contains many recommendations 
that, if adopted, will necessitate modifications to the Planning 
Code and Zoning Maps. They would include amendments to rules 
regarding building height and bulk, design standards, Floor Area 
Ratio (i.e. density), land use, historic buildings, parking, and fees, 
among others.

Transbay Redevelopment Plan 

The Transit Center District Plan area overlaps with the Transbay 
Redevelopment Project Area, adopted in 2005. The Transbay 
Redevelopment Plan establishes goals and objectives for the 
Transbay Redevelopment Project Area, which is approximately 40 
acres and roughly bounded by Folsom Street on the south, Mission 
Street on the north, Main Street on the east, and Second Street on 
the west. The purpose of the Redevelopment Plan is to alleviate 
conditions of blight in the Redevelopment Area, and foster the 
redevelopment of key properties in the area, including the Terminal 
itself and the former Embarcadero Freeway parcels. Ownership of 
these parcels, once used for portions of the demolished freeway and 
its ramps, will be transferred from the State to the City and finally 
to the Redevelopment Agency. As required by the State, as well as 
the Redevelopment Plan, proceeds from the sale and development 
of these properties (including a portion of future tax increment 
funds) has been pledged to the TJPA to help pay the cost of the 
reconstruction of the Transbay Terminal. 

Following a planning process in 2003 and 2004, the Design for 
Development document and subsequent Development Controls 
and Design Guidelines were completed and adopted. These 
documents laid out a comprehensive vision for the Redevelopment 
Area, including transforming the parcels along Folsom Street 
and between Main and Beale streets into a new high-density 
downtown residential neighborhood, with new public open spaces 
and streetscape improvements. This new neighborhood (which 
comprises Zone 1 of the Project Area - see below) will include 
approximately 2,700 new housing units, at least 35 percent of 
which will be dedicated as affordable housing as mandated by 
State law. In addition, there will be ground floor retail along Folsom 
Street, a new park, and about 600,000 square feet of office space 
(on Howard Street). The Planning Department worked closely with 
the Redevelopment Agency throughout the planning process, 
coordinating plans for Rincon Hill to create one seamless residential 
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Rendering showing the vision for the Transbay Redevelopment Area, focused on Zone 1 (Source: Transbay 
Redevelopment Project Area Design for Development)

neighborhood of over 15,000 residents with supporting businesses 
and public amenities. Adopted in 2005, the Rincon Hill Plan area is 
immediately adjacent to the Redevelopment Area on the south side 
of Folsom Street.

The Transbay Redevelopment Area is divided into two zones: 

Zone 1••  consists primarily of the former freeway public parcels 
along Folsom Street and between Main and Beale streets. 
The Redevelopment Agency maintains permitting and 
development jurisdiction in Zone 1 and projects that require 
Redevelopment Agency action (such as funding) in Zone 2. The 
Development Controls and Design Guidelines, which set out 
land use and design regulations, pertain almost exclusively 
to Zone 1, with few controls pertaining to Zone 2. The Agency 
will issue Requests for Proposals for the various parcels as they 
become available (as some are necessary for temporary use 
while the Transit Center project construction is underway). 

Zone 2••  includes of the remainder of the Redevelopment 
Area, which consists mostly of private parcels, but also the 
Transbay Terminal itself, as well as a few properties that 
will be transferred to the TJPA and the Redevelopment 
Agency. Through an Interagency Delegation Agreement, the 
Redevelopment Agency delegated jurisdiction for zoning and 
permitting of these sites to the Planning Department, with 
the Planning Code governing development, except for projects 
that require Redevelopment Agency action. After completion 
of the Design for Development, the Planning Department, as 
intended from the outset, initiated a planning and re-zoning 
effort (i.e. the Transit Center District Plan) that encompasses 
all of Zone 2. 

The Transit Center District Plan does not change or affect the 
development controls or open space components of Zone 1. This 
Plan, however, does contain policies related to circulation and the 
streetscape for the entire area, including Zone 1, consistent with the 

Transbay Redevelopment Project Area Streetscape and Open Space 
Concept Plan. The Environmental Impact Report now underway will 
analyze these policies as part of the Plan’s public realm proposals. 

Because the Transit Center District Plan involves proposals for policy, 
zoning, and infrastructure changes in the Redevelopment Area, the 
planning process has included extensive review and consultation 
with the Agency’s Transbay Citizens Advisory Committee, in addition 
to coordination with the Agency per the delegation agreement.

Mayor’s Interagency Transbay Working Group Report

During 2006, an Interagency Working Group was charged with 
recommending a strategy to complete the Transit Center project 
as envisioned, including both the terminal and rail components. 
A secondary goal was to build group consensus, which included 
key stakeholders—the Planning Department, the Office of the 
City Administrator, the Mayor’s Office, the San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency (SFMTA), the San Francisco Redevelopment 

Agency (SFRA) and the San Francisco County Transportation Authority 
(SFCTA), with extensive assistance from the staff and consultants of 
the TJPA. The group made several key recommendations intended to 
reduce the overall cost of the Transit Center project and to increase 
available revenues. In order to expedite the development process, 
the report suggested a three-pronged approach: capture additional 
value through intensified development around the terminal, reduce 
project costs through effective value management, and explore 
additional opportunities for securing needed funding.

The group also recommended rethinking the skyline previously 
envisioned in the 1985 San Francisco Downtown Plan, and amending 
current regulations to reflect the new expanded downtown core, 
centered on the Transbay Transit Center. More specifically, the final 
report recommended creating a special overlay zoning district 
around the Transbay Transit Center to permit a limited number of 
tall buildings, including two on public parcels, and allowances for 
additional development in exchange for financial contributions to 
the Transit Center Project.
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The existing Transbay Terminal is outdated and has a poor relationship to the street.

TRAnsBAy TRAnsIT cenTeR 
PRojecT

The TRAnsBAy TeRMInAl

Designed by San Francisco architect, Timothy Pflueger, the Transbay 
Terminal was built in 1939 as a port of entry and departure for 
commuter trains traveling on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge. 
At the time, the lower deck of the Bay Bridge was not only used for 
automobile travel, but also hosted two rail tracks on the south side. 
In its heyday at the end of World War II, the terminal’s rail system 
was transporting 26 million passengers annually. In 1958, the train 
tracks were taken off the Bay Bridge, and by 1959, the inter-modal 
Transbay Terminal was converted into the bus-only facility that 
stands today. 

Long outdated, the existing Terminal does not meet current seismic 
safety standards, nor does it serve the needs of future transit growth. 
Furthermore, the massive structure, along with its ramps, creates 

uninviting and blighting physical impacts, particularly where it 
crosses Fremont, First, and Beale streets. The need to modernize 
the Transbay Terminal provides not only an opportunity to improve 
transit service to San Francisco’s employment core, but also to 
revitalize the surrounding neighborhood.

The TRAnsIT cenTeR PRojecT

Now, more than 40 years later, the Transbay Transit Center Project 
is poised to reconnect the region and its transit systems with a new 
multi-modal Transit Center. In 2001, the Transbay Joint Powers 
Authority (TJPA) was created to guide the planning and construction 
of the Transit Center Project. The TJPA Board of Directors is comprised 
of representatives from the City and County of San Francisco, 
including the Municipal Transportation Agency (MTA), the Office of 
the Mayor and the Board of Supervisors; the Alameda-Contra Costa 
Transit District (AC Transit); and the Peninsula Corridor Joint Powers 
Board-Caltrain (which is composed of the City and County of San 
Francisco, the San Mateo County Transit District, and the Santa Clara 
Valley Transportation Authority).

The Transbay Transit Center Project consists of two primary 
components:

Replacing the Transbay Terminal with a new, contemporary ••
Transit Center. Occupying generally the same footprint of the 
existing terminal, the new Transit Center will feature facilities 
for all the major regional bus transit providers, including AC 
Transit, Muni, Golden Gate Transit and SamTrans, and a train 
station for Caltrain and California High Speed Rail. As opposed 
to the existing Transbay Terminal, the new Transit Center will 
provide an exceptional and convenient experience for transit 
passengers, and will include grand public spaces that will 
enhance the entire downtown.

Extending rail 1.3 miles underground from the existing ••
terminus at 4th/King Streets to the new Transit Center. The new 
Transit Center will be the terminus not just for Caltrain but also 
for the future California High Speed Rail system, connecting 
Southern California to downtown San Francisco in less than 3 
hours. The underground extension will run under Townsend 
and Second streets, and is currently planned to include a new 
underground station under Townsend Street adjacent to the 
existing station at 4thand King.

Additional components of the Transit Center program include new 
bus storage facilities beneath Interstate 80 between Second and 
Fourth streets, and new ramps connecting the Transit Center bus 
deck to the Bay Bridge and to the storage facility.

DesIGn AnD DeVeloPMenT coMPeTITIon 

In late 2006, the TJPA launched an international Design and 
Development Competition to choose (1) a design team for the 
Transit Center, and (2) a development team for an adjacent tower 
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Pelli Clarke Pelli’s winning proposal for the Transit Center (Source: Pelli Clarke Pelli 
Architects)

A cross section of the proposed Transit Center (Source: Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects)

development. One of the intents of the Design and Development 
Competition was to provide for a complementary and synergistic 
design and function between both the Transit Center and Tower by 
utilizing the same design team. In 2007, the TJPA Board selected the 
team of Pelli Clark Pelli Architects as lead architect for the Transit 
Center and Hines as developer for the Tower (Note: Negotiations 
with Hines were still underway as of publication of this Draft). A 
notable feature of the Transit Center design proposed by Pelli Clark 
Pelli is a public open space on its 5.4 acre roof, which will act as the 
centerpiece of the District.

The Transit Center will be composed of six levels, four above grade 
and two below:

The ground level will feature a Grand Hall between First and ••
Fremont streets for central circulation and information, ground 
level retail (primarily along Natoma and Minna streets), and 
a bus plaza at its east end for Muni, Golden Gate Transit, and 
SamTrans buses.

The mezzanine level will provide office and building ••
management spaces, as well as extensions of the ground level 
retail spaces.

The bus deck level is the main level for AC Transit buses that ••
serve the Transbay corridor over the Bay Bridge. It connects 
directly to the Bay Bridge via dedicated elevated ramps.

The park level is the roof of the facility and will feature a ••
5.4-acre public open space, containing both active and passive 
spaces, including eating and entertainment uses.

The first level below grade is the train concourse level. It ••
includes circulation space, waiting rooms, a bicycle station, 
a taxi boarding/dispatch area, ancillary retail, and support 
functions.

The lowest level is the train level, with tracks and platforms.••

The budget for the entire Transit Center project is approximately $4.2 
billion. The project is currently planned to be built in two phases, 
generally corresponding to the two major components (station 
and rail extension). The first phase will cost between $1.2 and $1.6 
billion, depending on whether the below ground “train box” levels 
are constructed as part of Phase 1. To date, Phase 1 is fully funded 
and the TJPA is securing funding for Phase 2.

The Temporary Terminal, located on the block bounded by Howard, 
Main, Folsom, and Beale, will provide temporary bus facilities while 
the new Transit Center is constructed. Scheduled to be complete 
and operational in early 2010, the Temporary Terminal will allow 
demolition of the existing terminal to commence soon thereafter. 
The new Transit Center is expected to be complete and operational 
(for bus service) in 2014, and the downtown rail extension complete 
and operational in 2019.

Although designed to be complementary to the Transit Center, the 
Transit Tower is a separate project, which will be funded, built, and 
owned by a private entity on its own schedule. The TJPA will be 
selling or leasing the land for the Tower to the developer. This Plan, 
the Transit Center District Plan, will establish the allowable height, 
bulk and other controls for the Transit Tower, which is subject to 
the rezoning and policies adopted as part of this Plan. The Tower 
can be considered for approval by the City once this Plan and its 
accompanying rezoning are adopted.

For more information on the Transbay Transit Center Project, visit the 
TJPA’s website at www.transbaycenter.org.

page 63
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With new high-density downtown residential 
neighborhoods planned and starting to grow on the 
southern edge of the downtown, Mission Street and the 
Transbay Transit Center are fast becoming the geographic 
heart and center of the downtown.

“

”
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lAnD use

The Land Use chapter outlines the evolving nature of land 
uses downtown and in the Transit Center District. It sets forth 
policies aimed at fulfilling a vision for the District as the city’s 
grand center, a symbol of the region’s vitality, with a dense mix 
of uses, public amenities, and a 24-hour character.

InTRODuCTIOn AnD COnTeXT

Since the adoption of the Downtown Plan in 1985, much of the 
area has been developed and multiple economic cycles have 
come and gone. Major growth has transformed portions of 
the downtown, particularly south of Market Street, expanding 
the downtown southward as directed by the Downtown Plan. 
In 1985, Mission Street was not regarded in any way as a 
prime downtown location; today, Mission Street is a premier 
address, an expansion of the city’s Financial District. With new 
high-density downtown residential neighborhoods planned 
and starting to grow on the southern edge of the downtown, 
Mission Street and the Transbay Transit Center are fast 

becoming the geographic heart and center of the downtown, 
which now stretches from Rincon Hill and the Bay Bridge 
on the south to the Transamerica Pyramid on the north. The 
few remaining potential development sites in downtown are 
primarily near the Transbay Transit Center. The Transit Center 
District Plan provides an opportunity to evaluate existing land 
use assumptions, policies, and controls relative to the potential 
growth of the downtown core. The following section provides 
background information on past studies regarding land use 
in the downtown, setting the stage and for future planning 
needs and goals. 

01
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1 This report is available in full on the Planning website: http://transitcenter.sfplanning.
org

2   ABAG is in the process of finalizing its Projections 2009 forecast. As of May 2009, the 
draft 2009 ABAG projections for San Francisco growth by the year 2035 appear to be 
essentially identical to those from the 2007 Projections.

3   Capacity Scenario 1 assumes 100% of all space permitted for office is occupied as 
office with no other uses at all - retail, residential, hotel, etc. This is unrealistic but a 
useful benchmark. Capacity Scenario 2 assumes a more practical assumption of 75% 
office.

A lOOk AT The FuTuRe OF DOwnTOwn

In order to consider whether adjustments to land use controls are 
warranted in the Transit Center District, downtown’s major growth 
area, it is essential to take stock of the current and future state of 
the downtown as a whole. To understand these issues, the Planning 
Department engaged Seifel Consulting, Inc. to research and respond 
to the following questions regarding the downtown’s capacity to 
absorb projected growth: 1

What are the forecasts for regional, citywide, and downtown •	
growth in the next 25 years?

What is the capacity of the existing zoning of downtown?•	

What role has the downtown historically played in absorbing •	
citywide growth and what role could the downtown and 
Transit Center District have in absorbing future growth?

What growth alternatives should be considered in order to •	
achieve an optimum balance of uses and functions in the 
Transit Center District?

To bracket the range of future possibilities and realities, two growth 
projections were chosen for analysis: the “Baseline Scenario” and the 
“Smart Growth Scenario.” 

BAselIne sCenARIO: OveRvIew

The Baseline scenario is more conservative and represents an average 
of projections from the companies Moody’s and REMI, as well as 
tracks historical local patterns of growth. The scenario also focuses 
on various factors that might limit growth, such as the cost of doing 
business and living in San Francisco. These projections assume the 
City’s existing zoning as a limit on future growth, though demand 
might exist for additional building space. Additionally, because 
this scenario looks at past experience to determine future trends, 

no consideration is given to regional policy objectives or other 
factors that might shape growth patterns, such as climate change 
initiatives, changes in transportation investments and patterns, or 
economic and housing policy.

smART GROwTh sCenARIO: OveRvIew

The Smart Growth scenario mirrors the 2007 Association of Bay Area 
Governments (ABAG) projections for regional growth.2 This model 
is based on invigorated policy directives for the Bay Area, directing 
growth to urbanized areas with transit infrastructure in order to 
address issues of regional congestion, air quality, climate change, 
and other contemporary concerns. As such, this scenario projects a 
higher share of regional growth occurring in San Francisco compared 
to the Baseline scenario. In addition, this model does not assume 
existing zoning controls as a limit on future growth (considering 
that zoning can be changed).

In 1970, San Francisco was home to 27 percent of all jobs in the 
Bay Area. In 1990, that share declined to 19 percent, and today is 
approximately 16 percent. The Smart Growth scenario presumes San 
Francisco will maintain its present 16 percent share.

CApACITy AnAlysIs 

Based on an analysis of the likely development sites in the downtown 
(in an area broader than the current C-3 district, including portions 
of South of Market) under current zoning, the total building capacity 
is estimated at 28 million gross square feet. Office use, however, is 
not permitted today in much of this area. Consequently, there is a 
practical maximum capacity for 9.65 million square feet of office 
space under existing zoning in the downtown and adjacent South 
of Market areas (Capacity Scenario 2).3 That figure could be further 
reduced if housing is built more aggressively throughout the 
downtown and adjacent areas as currently permitted. Should that 

occur, office capacity could drop as low as 4.8 million square feet 
(Capacity Scenario 3). Based on recent housing trends, the realistic 
office capacity is likely to be somewhere between 4.8 and 9.65 
million square feet.

Under the Smart Growth scenario, the need is projected at 23.5 
million square feet of space for office jobs through 2035 in the 
broader downtown area. Under the Baseline scenario the need 
through 2035 is projected at 9.8 million square feet.

The existing capacity of 4.8 to 9.65 million square feet represents 
about 6 to 12 years worth of downtown area office growth based 
on the Smart Growth projections, averaging 840,000 square feet of 
office space per year for the downtown (and 1.14 million square feet 
per year for the entire city). Under the baseline scenario, capacity 
would be absorbed in downtown and adjacent areas somewhere 
between 13 and 28 years. For comparison, the City entitled an 
average increase in its citywide office supply of about 935,000 
square feet per year over the past 20 years. 

The current downtown capacity is slightly less than the total 
2007–2035 office demand under the lower Baseline scenario. 
However, if San Francisco were to accommodate the amount of office 
job growth assigned to the city by ABAG, the downtown contains at 
most half of the necessary capacity.
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In sum, there is about half of the necessary development capacity 
under current zoning to accommodate downtown projected job 
growth for the next 25 years. Capacity under current zoning is also 
inadequate to meet the low growth, non-Smart Growth projections, 
particularly if housing continues to make substantial inroads on 
land available in the downtown core. 

The housing capacity picture is much different. Housing, notably, is 
currently more widely permitted than employment uses. According 
to the Seifel analysis, there is sufficient housing already approved 
and planned in the downtown area to meet its needs through 2035 
under the Baseline scenario. There is about four times as much 
additional capacity for housing under existing zoning to meet 
the Smart Growth demand even under the scenario that most 
aggressively sets aside space for commercial uses. Under current 
zoning, not enough office capacity exists (especially if more housing 
construction takes up office capacity), but plenty of housing capacity 
is available. 

It is important to note that the ABAG Smart Growth scenario is 
part of a regional model that allocates to all Bay Area downtowns 
and urban areas a substantially greater share of growth than has 
occurred in recent years. The allocation for Oakland in this scenario 
also represents a very substantial amount of growth.

The charts on the left illustrate the office and housing capacity under 
the three capacity scenarios.

Office Development: Comparison of unmet Office Demand by Capacity scenario, 2007-2035 Downtown san Francisco

Residential Development: Comparison of unmet Residential Demand by Capacity scenario, 2007-2035 Downtown san Francisco

Source: Seifel Consulting Inc.
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DOwnTOwn As emplOymenT CenTeR

The downtown is the city’s primary job center, home to about 
half of the city’s jobs, including three-quarters of its office jobs. 
San Francisco land use policy has for many decades fostered this 
concentration of commerce and jobs. Downtown San Francisco is 
the hub of the region’s transit network, with all of the region’s major 
transit services converging here. It is also the epicenter of the city’s 
public transit network, with ready access to all neighborhoods of 
the city. By concentrating jobs and large buildings downtown, the 
city’s cherished residential and small-scale commercial districts are 
shielded from major amounts of commuters and associated impacts, 
as well as from the physical scale of major development needed to 
house large numbers of workers. 

The Downtown Plan identified several areas for new housing near downtown.

hOusInG

The Downtown Plan envisioned a series of high-density residential 
areas ringing the area, enabling people to live within walking 
distance of the central business district. The integration of housing 
reduces the burden on the transit systems, and helps to enliven 
the central district throughout all hours and days of the week. The 
Downtown Plan identified several priority areas to plan and rezone 
as high-density residential areas. Since adoption of the Plan, the 
City has systematically adopted area plans and rezonings for each of 
these areas to realize these goals.

These area plans, in total, created capacity to build as many as 27,500 
net new units of housing adjacent to the downtown as follows:

Van Ness (3,500, adopted 1985)•	

Rincon Hill (5,000, adopted 1985/2005)•	

Transbay Redevelopment Area (3,000, •	
adopted 2005)

Market & Octavia (4,000, adopted 2008)•	

Yerba Buena (2,500, adopted 1966)•	

East SOMA (6,500, adopted 1990/2009)•	

North of Market (3,000, adopted 1985)•	

The Downtown Plan also recognized that 
more jobs mean a need for affordable housing 
for workers, particularly service workers, so 
among other things, long commutes can 
be avoided. A mandatory Office Affordable 
Housing Production Program was created 
in 1985 to require developers of new office 
space to either provide affordable housing or 
pay into a housing fund (this program was 
subsequently revised and renamed the Jobs-

Housing Linkage Program). Since 1985, eighty-six development 
projects have contributed $73,323,154 to the Jobs-Housing Linkage 
Fund. About 45 percent of these fees have been paid since 2003. 
This money has been used to help fund 15 affordable housing 
projects, totaling over 1,100 units.4 Over 90 percent of these units 
are rentals, and the majority restricted for households earning less 
than 80 percent of median income. Most of the units are located in 
the northeastern section of the city, within a short walk or transit 
trip to downtown.

Beyond the Downtown Plan requirements, a Citywide Inclusionary 
Housing Ordinance (Planning Code Section 315) obligates all 
newly constructed housing developments to include a component 
of affordable housing. In general, housing projects must offer 15 
percent of all units at below market prices or 20 percent of the total 
if these affordable units are built off-site within one mile of the 
project location. Housing developers can also pay an in-lieu fee to 
the City to build affordable housing. In some portions of downtown, 
additional measures have been taken to increase affordability. The 
Transbay Redevelopment Plan, which plans to produce about 2,700 
units on publicly-owned land along Folsom Street, requires 35 
percent of its units to be affordable (as mandated by a special State 
law), or approximately 1,000 units. The Market & Octavia Plan added 
an additional affordable housing fee on housing projects depending 
on the scale of new development.

DOwnTOwn GROwTh In The TRAnsIT CenTeR 
DIsTRICT

Maintaining a compact, walkable central business district, one that 
can be walked from end to end in about 20 minutes, is a core premise 
of the Downtown Plan. Compactness, particularly in relation to 

4 As the Jobs-Housing Fees are mixed with other funds available to the City and used to 
leverage a larger pool of available funding (e.g. federal sources), it is not possible to 
specifically attribute a particular project or number of units to this fee.
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5 Research literature summarized in “Land Use Impacts on Transport,” Littman, 
November 2008, Victoria Transport Policy Institute.

public transit, was recognized as one of the district’s chief assets. 
The Downtown Plan envisioned the area just south of Market Street 
around the Transbay Terminal not just as the primary growth area of 
the downtown, but as its hub. 

A quarter of a century ago, during the preparation of the Downtown 
Plan, few downtown functions existed south of Market Street. The 
city was experiencing a major demand for office space and unless 
new policies were enacted, growth would continue to displace 
older important buildings in the business core north of Market. 
The Downtown Plan proposed and the City adopted new Planning 
Code provisions that landmarked dozens of important buildings 
and shifted office development to a special district with the city’s 
tallest height limits (at 550 feet) around the Transbay Terminal. 
Zoning was also structured to enable unused development rights 
from designated historic buildings throughout the downtown to be 
transferred to this district.

In recent years, development has occurred in the Transit Center 
District, and the goals and controls enacted in the Downtown Plan 
are being realized. The Transit Center District Plan is intended to 
build on the goals and principles of the Downtown Plan, and to 
continue to realize development potential and public investment in 
the Transit Center District.

ReGIOnAl envIROnmenTAl susTAInABIlITy AnD 
DOwnTOwn sAn FRAnCIsCO

How people commute to work has dramatic implications for the 
region’s overall sustainability. More driving leads to more greenhouse 
gas emissions, lower air and water quality, more congestion on 
regional roads, and negative impacts on social equity and access to 
jobs (as jobs located away from public transportation are difficult to 
reach for lower income and transit-dependent people). Compared 
to other locations in the region, downtown San Francisco has far and 

away the highest share of workers commuting by means other than 
auto. Over 75 percent of all workers in the core part of the Financial 
District use transit to get to work, with only 17 percent driving or 
carpooling. Once a job is located outside of downtown, even within 
San Francisco, the percentage of transit users drops by half and the 
auto use rises equivalently. In downtown Oakland area, transit use 
is lower still. Outside of these major downtowns, the percentage 
of workers that do not drive to work is miniscule. Increasing the 
development capacity in the Transit Center District, as opposed to 
any other locality in the region (or city), will go further to support 
both local and regional goals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
and reduce other environmental impacts without major additional 
regional transit investment beyond those already planned.

While concentrating both jobs and housing (and other uses) near 
major transit centers reduces auto travel, research has consistently 
shown a notably stronger correlation between auto travel and 
the proximity of jobs to transit than housing to transit. 5 That is, 
workers, in determining whether to take transit or drive to work, 
are more sensitive to distance from major transit on the job end 
of the commute trip than on the home end. Research has also 
shown the threshold for job proximity to transit is not more than 
½-mile from regional transit, whereas for housing it is one mile or 
more. Moreover, the tendency to use transit for commuting drops 
70 percent more for every 1,000 feet a workplace is from transit 
than for the same relationship between home and transit. There 
are a number of potential factors that research has suggested are 
influencing this phenomenon, including:

The willingness of commuters, particularly suburban •	
commuters, to take transit, bicycle, park-and-ride, or get 
dropped off at a rail station that involves no further transit 
mode transfers (e.g. to a local bus).

Practical considerations of being able to use park-and-ride, •	
drop-off, and bicycles to access transit to and from home, 
whereas on the non-home end arranging and coordinating 
these access modes are considerably more difficult or 
impractical. 

Psychological consideration of being willing to walk longer •	
distances in one’s home neighborhood to access transit than 
on the work end.

The concentration of jobs and supporting services (e.g. retail) •	
in high-density, transit-served centers enables workers to eat 
lunch, run errands, and engage in social activities (i.e. “chain 
trips”) during and immediately after the workday without 
autos.

The concentration of jobs in high-density centers facilitates •	
ride-sharing, both due to sheer number and variety of workers 
and workplaces with closely proximate destinations, and 
particularly in a condition like the Transbay and North Bay 
corridors, where bridges are tolled in only one direction and 
good regional transit offers rides in the reverse directions.

These factors suggest that to maximize regional transit use and 
achieve the lowest overall auto travel, land immediately proximate to 
major regional transit (e.g. rail stations like BART or Caltrain) should 
be oriented more toward high-density jobs, with areas ringing these 
cores oriented more to high-density housing. Both areas should be 
mixed-use and pedestrian-oriented with a rich variety of supporting 
services (such as retail and community facilities), in order to create 
a vibrant and active district for residents, employees, and visitors. 
Most importantly, this research helps to confirm the land use mix 
envisioned in the Plan Area.
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OBJeCTIves AnD pOlICIes

The following objectives and policies are intended to achieve the 
vision set out for the Transit Center District as a high-density, vibrant 
employment center, with building heights, densities, FAR, and an 
engaging public realm appropriate to its place in the city. 

OBJeCTIve 1.1
mAInTAIn DOwnTOwn sAn FRAnCIsCO As The ReGIOn’s 
pRemIeR lOCATIOn FOR TRAnsIT-ORIenTeD JOB GROwTh 
wIThIn The BAy AReA.

OBJeCTIve 1.2
ReInFORCe The ROle OF DOwnTOwn wIThIn The CITy As 
ITs mAJOR JOB CenTeR By pROTeCTInG AnD enhAnCInG The 
CenTRAl DIsTRICT’s RemAInInG CApACITy, pRInCIpAlly FOR 
emplOymenT GROwTh.

OBJeCTIve 1.3
COnTInue TO FOsTeR A mIX OF lAnD uses TO ReInFORCe The 
24-hOuR ChARACTeR OF The AReA.

policy 1.1
Increase the overall capacity of the Transit Center District for 
additional growth.

Proposed Control:
Rezone the entire Plan Area to C-3-O (SD) and eliminate the 
maximum 18:1 Floor Area Ratio (FAR) limit on development in this 
zone.

Currently, a portion of the Plan area is zoned C-3-O (Downtown 
Office) and a portion C-3-O (SD) (Downtown Office Special District). 
All of the C-3-O (SD) area in the city is within the Plan Area.

Existing Zoning

For the core of the downtown business district where building heights 
are the tallest, overall development density is controlled primarily 
through FAR, and secondly through height and bulk limitations. For 
areas with the tallest height limits, the maximum physical envelope 
allowed or desired are often not attainable without acquiring and 
combining multiple contiguous parcels, which is often not possible 
or desirable. This condition leads to buildings that are not fully 
maximized in development intensity in the core area where it is 
most appropriate. There is currently a maximum cap of 18:1 FAR 
in the C-3-O and C-3-O (SD) districts. Elimination of the upper FAR 

limit will enable buildings to achieve the densities and heights 
envisioned in the Plan, with some reaching an FAR of over 30:1. As 
a result of lifting the FAR cap, controls for the physical envelope of 
the buildings will regulate the development density of the District. 
This step, however, will require even more thought on physical 
design quality and building envelope to ensure the maintenance 
of a livable and attractive downtown. New guidelines for design 
quality and building scale that build on existing controls and design 
guidelines are included in the Urban Form chapter of this Plan. 
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policy 1.3
Reserve the bulk of remaining space in the core Transit 
Center District for job growth, by limiting the amount of non-
commercial uses on major opportunity sites.

Proposed Control:
On development sites larger than 15,000 square feet within a 
proscribed sub-area of the C-3-O (SD) district, new construction 
greater than 6:1 FAR would be required to have at least three square 
feet of commercial space for every one square foot of residential, 
hotel, or cultural space.

In view of the limited number of sizable development sites in the 
District, which represent the bulk of the remaining office capacity 
in the downtown core, it is essential for major development sites to 
include a sizable commercial component and not wholly developed 
with non-commercial uses. At least a few recently constructed large 
residential projects occupy some of the few major development 
sites remaining in the downtown core; however, they do not contain 
any commercial space, thus substantially reducing the capacity of 
the downtown for future job growth.

Preserving office and job growth capacity is a major consideration, 
but so too is ensuring a mix of uses to help the area achieve a more 
24-hour character. A mix of uses is generally desirable for very large 
projects, such as those with square footage greater than 500,000 
gross square feet. Additionally, the Plan recognizes that small lots 
are often not large enough to be developed with efficient office 
buildings, and some very large buildings contemplated in the Plan 
(i.e. taller than 600 feet) may be too large from a risk and market 
absorption standpoint to be devoted to a single use.

Proposed Zoning with C-3-O (SD) Subdistrict

policy 1.2
Revise height and bulk limits in the plan Area consistent with 
other plan objectives and considerations.

Proposed Control:
Adopt the height and bulk maps as proposed. 

While acknowledging the Plan’s premise that the overall 
development capacity of the District should be increased, height 
and bulk limits must be also shaped by considerations for urban 
form, key public views, street level livability, shadows on key public 
spaces, wind impacts, historic resources, and other factors. Height 
and bulk limits are discussed in more detail in the Urban Form 
section of the Plan.
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policy 1.4
prevent long-term under-building in the area by requiring 
minimum building intensities for new development on major 
sites.

Proposed Control:
On development sites larger than 15,000 square feet, establish a 
minimum FAR for new development of 9:1.

Major existing and planned investments in regional and local transit 
infrastructure and a limited capacity for added development make 
it unwise to permit new development to substantially under-build 
any of the few remaining major development sites in downtown. 
Moreover, under-building yields substantially lower revenues 
than necessary to help fund the Transit Center, affordable housing, 
streetscape improvements, and other area infrastructure. Though 
zoned for some of the greatest FARs (18:1) and heights (400-550 
feet) in the city, several sites at the core of the downtown have 
been entitled and constructed recently at much smaller scales—
structures of ten stories or less with FARs under 7:1. These buildings 
can be considered largely successful from many standpoints—for 
their owners, workers and for the immediate urban landscape. These 
buildings also typify a building prototype (i.e. 8–10 stories with 
large, open floorplans) suited for the job and business types that 
will fuel a portion of further job growth in San Francisco. However, 
to site buildings of modest scale on the few handful of downtown 
sites adjacent to regional transit that are considered appropriate for 
taller and denser buildings is probably not the best long-term land 
use or transportation decision.

The Plan would result in the following land use program:

policy 1.5
Consider the complexity and size of projects in establishing 
the duration for entitlements for large development projects.

Many development projects in the Plan Area are, by their very 
nature, large and complex. In the best of circumstances, it can take 
projects a year or two to finalize construction financing, complete 
the necessary drawings and documents, and complete final reviews 
with the necessary City agencies prior to actually commencing 
construction. Further, the fluctuations of local and wider economic 
conditions can slow down the completion of an approved project 
despite the best efforts of project sponsors to construct approved 
and desirable projects. Because of the size and complexity of many 
of the large projects in the Plan Area, these factors are magnified to 
necessitate longer lead times to reasonably realize these projects. 
Currently, planning entitlements are typically valid for three years 
(but some for as little as 18 months) prior to mandatory discretionary 
hearings to consider extensions. The City should evaluate all of 
the pertinent entitlement durations that may affect a project and 
consider adopting a uniform longer time-frame for entitlement 
validity, such as five years, prior required extensions for the large 
projects in the Plan Area.

Net Additional Space
Increment over Existing 

Zoning
Office Space 5.82 million gsf + 2.54 million gsf

Housing Units 1,350 +235

Hotel Rooms 1,370 +425

Retail Space 85,000 gsf --

Total Space 9.2 million gsf +3.52 million gsf
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OBJeCTIve 1.4
ensuRe The DIsTRICT mAInTAIns AReAs ThAT COnTAIn 
COnCenTRATIOns OF GROunD-level puBlIC-seRvInG ReTAIl 
AnD COnvenIenCe uses FOR wORkeRs AnD vIsITORs.

OBJeCTIve 1.5
ACTIvATe Alleys AnD mID-BlOCk peDesTRIAn wAlkwAys 
wITh ACTIve uses In ADJACenT BuIlDInGs TO mAke These 
spACes ATTRACTIve AnD enJOyABle.

policy 1.6
Designate certain select street frontages as active retail areas 
and limit non-retail commercial uses, such as office lobbies, 
real estate offices, brokerages, and medical offices, from 
dominating the street level spaces.

Establishing a vibrant public realm is a critical element of achieving 
the goals of the Transit District, such as supporting an active 
employment center, encouraging transit use, and creating a 
walkable and pedestrian-friendly street environment.

Proposed Controls:
Active retail uses are required along the following frontages:

2nd Street between Market and Folsom streets.•	

Natoma between 2nd Street and half way between 2nd and 1st •	
streets.

Ecker Street and the continuation of Ecker Street between Market •	
and Mission streets.

Required Ground Floor Active Retail

Active Retail Controls:
Banks/credit unions/financial service, insurance, travel agencies, 
offices, and gyms/health clubs are not permitted on the first floor 
along the frontages listed above. Building lobbies should be located 
on alternative street frontages, if available, to those listed above.

Buildings fronting on non-service pedestrian alleys (Ecker, Elim, 
Malden, Oscar) should be lined at the ground level with active 
uses—lobbies, retail, public open space. 



... balance between maximizing development intensity 

... to take advantage of proximity to good  transit 
access and ... creating and maintaining a sense of 
place, protecting public views, and ensuring a pleasant 
and welcoming pedestrian environment.

“

”
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uRbAn FoRm02 Urban form relates to the physical character of an area and 
the relationship of people and the landscape to the built 
environment. In the Transit Center District Plan Area, urban 
form is especially important as the intensity and height of 
buildings planned for the area greatly affects the character 
and quality of the city, and our experience of it at two levels: 
at both the cityscape level and at the ground level. Because of 
this, urban form within the Plan Area is considered at several 
scales, including building heights and their effect on the 
skyline and views, tower design, streetwall design, and the 
experience at the pedestrian level. 

This chapter addresses the balance between maximizing 
development intensity in the Plan area to take advantage of 
proximity to good  transit access and ensuring that the core 
objectives of urban form and livability are achieved— creating 
and maintaining a sense of place, protecting public views, and 
ensuring a pleasant and welcoming pedestrian environment. 

The City adopted the Urban Design Element of the General 
Plan in 1972 and the Downtown Plan in 1985. These plans 
set out the policies that have achieved the characteristics of 
downtown San Francisco we enjoy today: a compact, human-
scaled, walkable and dynamic urban center and a dramatic 
concentrated skyline set against the natural backdrop of the 
city’s hills. This chapter builds on the core principles of city 
form established in these two plans. It presents key objectives 
and policies for directing new development in a manner that 
enhances the overall cityscape and builds upon established 
and planned transit assets downtown.
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URBAN FORM02
buILDInG HEIGHT & SKYLInE

San Francisco is renowned for its physical beauty and unique sense 
of place. These qualities are defined by buildings and streets laid 
upon hills and valleys, the San Francisco Bay and Pacific Ocean, 
and signature landmarks poised at picturesque locations. This 
stunning assemblage—the rise and fall of hills, the backdrop of a 
downtown cityscape against the water and hills across the Bay, the 
iconic pairing of the Bay Bridge with the skyline—are enjoyed by 
residents and visitors viewing the city from its hills, streets, public 
spaces, and surrounding vantages. The city’s urban form at this scale 
is an essential characteristic of San Francisco’s identity. The city’s 
urban form: 

Orients us and provides a sense of direction; •	

Imprints in our minds the physical relationship of one place •	
to another, through features of topography, landscape, access, 
activity, and the built environment; 

Distinguishes one area from another; and•	

Grounds us, providing reference points and reminding us of •	
where we are.

When changes to the cityscape are considered, the goal is to 
build on and reinforce existing patterns and qualities of place that 
provide the city with its unique identity and character. The natural 
topography of the city is augmented by the man-made topography 
of its skyline, such as the concentrations of large buildings within 
downtown. Changes to the skyline, such as significant changes in 
allowable building heights, must be considered as if reshaping major 
elements of the city’s natural topography of hills and valleys, for this 
is the scale of change to the visual landscape that they represent. 
The undifferentiated spread of tall buildings without appropriate 
transitions, or without deference to the larger patterns, iconic and 
irreplaceable relationships, or to key views of defining elements of 

the area’s landscape, can diminish and obscure the city’s coherence 
and the collective connection of people to their surroundings.

The critical factors in the urban form at a larger scale are building 
height (and bulk) and the placement and orientation of tall 
buildings. While a building design may be gracious, well articulated, 
and artistic in its own right, its placement, scale and orientation 
relative to the overall cityscape is equally, if not more, important. 
A building design and scale that may be appropriate in one specific 
location may not be appropriate if sited even one block away. 

In addition to affecting the quality of place at the cityscape level, 
the size and placement of buildings significantly influence the 
quality of the city at the ground level. One specific effect of building 
height and location at ground level is sunlight access on streets and 
public spaces. San Franciscans have long expressed and continue 
to reinforce the importance of maintaining sunlight on streets and 
public spaces. As the Downtown Plan states, “As a forest becomes 
denser, it becomes more difficult to find a sunlit meadow. Similarly, 
in San Francisco's downtown, sunshine and wind protection, 
which are essential to the personal comfort of open space users, 
become of prime importance in the planning for downtown open 
space.” Countless academic studies—many of them about San 
Francisco—have pointed to sunlight as key to attracting people 
to public spaces in San Francisco and to activating them. Sunlight 
provides the comfort and brightness needed to get people to use 
public space in a city known for its cool, foggy climate year-round, 
including (particularly) summer. 

This is not to say that all potential shading of all public spaces should 
be avoided at all costs. What is of most concern is the shading of 
heavily-used open spaces during key usage times of the day and 
in key locations. The urban form proposals of this Plan, particularly 
building height, are tailored where possible with an eye to this key 
ingredient of livability (i.e. without compromising the core Plan 
objectives for land use and the larger urban form). 

The following objectives and policies address building height and 
skyline within the Plan area, with attention focused on creating 
a high quality urban form, at both the cityscape scale and on the 
ground. 

obJECTIVE 2.1
mAXImIZE buILDInG EnVELoPE AnD DEnSITY In THE PLAn 
AREA WITHIn THE bounDS oF uRbAn FoRm AnD LIVAbILITY 
obJECTIVES oF THE SAn FRAnCISCo GEnERAL PLAn.

obJECTIVE 2.2
CREATE An ELEGAnT DoWnToWn SKYLInE, buILDInG 
on EXISTInG PoLICY To CRAFT A DISTInCT DoWnToWn 
“HILL” FoRm, WITH ITS APEX AT THE TRAnSIT CEnTER, AnD 
TAPERInG In ALL DIRECTIonS. 

obJECTIVE 2.3
FoRm THE DoWnToWn SKYLInE To EmPHASIZE THE TRAnSIT 
CEnTER AS THE CEnTER oF DoWnToWn, REInFoRCInG THE 
PRImACY oF PubLIC TRAnSIT In oRGAnIZInG THE CITY’S 
DEVELoPmEnT PATTERn, AnD RECoGnIZInG THE LoCATIon’S 
ImPoRTAnCE In LoCAL AnD REGIonAL ACCESSIbILITY, 
ACTIVITY, AnD DEnSITY.

obJECTIVE 2.4
PRoVIDE DISTInCT TRAnSITIonS To ADJACEnT 
nEIGHboRHooDS AnD To ToPoGRAPHIC AnD mAn-mADE 
FEATuRES oF THE CITYSCAPE To EnSuRE THE SKYLInE 
EnHAnCES, AnD DoES noT DETRACT FRom, ImPoRTAnT 
PubLIC VIEWS THRouGHouT THE CITY AnD REGIon.

obJECTIVE 2.5
bALAnCE ConSIDERATIon oF SHADoW ImPACTS on KEY 
PubLIC oPEn SPACES WITH oTHER mAJoR GoALS AnD 
obJECTIVES oF THE PLAn, AnD IF PoSSIbLE, AVoID SHADInG 
KEY PubLIC SPACES DuRInG PRImE uSAGE TImES.
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Policy 2.1
Establish the Transit Tower as the “crown” of the downtown 
core—its tallest and most prominent building—at an 
enclosed height of 1,000 feet.

As the geographic epicenter of downtown, as well as the front 
door of the Transbay Transit Center, the Transit Tower should be the 
tallest building on the city’s skyline. The Tower represents the City’s 
commitment to focusing growth around a sustainable transportation 
hub, as well as the apex of the downtown skyline. Additionally, the 
sheer prominence of this building will be a substantial benefit to the 
Transit Center itself, as 100 percent of the Transbay Terminal revenue 
from the sale or lease of the publicly-owned land for the Transit 
Tower development will be used for the funding of the Transit Center 
program.

Based on visual simulations of urban form alternatives, a Transit 
Tower height of 1,000 to 1,200 feet (to the tip of the building’s tallest 
element) is appropriate and desirable. However, shadow analysis 
indicates that at a height above 1,000 feet, the Transit Tower would 
have a more substantial impact on the main seating and gathering 
areas in the Embarcadero Plazas at lunchtime during the winter 
months. (See the sidebar titled “Sunlight on Public Spaces” for more 
discussion). Building elements (e.g. mechanical penthouses) above 
that height should be set back considerably from the building’s 
façade or limited in bulk and enclosure such that they would not 
cast additional significant shadows based on the sun angles at this 
time of year. 
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Policy 2.2
Create a light, transparent sculptural element to terminate 
the Transit Tower to enhance skyline expression without 
casting significant shadows. This vertical element may extend 
above the 1,000 foot height limit.

To ensure an elegant and unique sculptural termination to the 
top of the Transit Tower, an un-enclosed sculptural element that is 
consistent with the building’s architecture and is set in a way that 
addresses shadow concerns is strongly encouraged.

Policy 2.3
Create a balanced skyline by permitting a limited number of 
tall buildings to rise above the dense cluster that forms the 
downtown core, stepping down from the Transit Tower in 
significant height increments.

In order to create a skyline in all directions to enhance the 
downtown’s topographic “hill” form with graceful transitions in all 
directions, a small number of buildings should rise above a height 
of 600 feet—the downtown’s current maximum height limit—but 
at heights lower than the Transit Tower site. The number of these 
buildings greater than 600 feet in height should be limited and 

carefully sited to maintain sky visibility between them from key 
public vantage points and to prevent these buildings from visually 
merging into a single wide mass of great height.

One building of up to 850 feet in height is desirable between Market 
and Mission Streets, just west of First Street, sufficiently distanced 
from the Transit Tower. As shown in the proposed height map, an 
area on the west side of First Street, north of Elim Alley, is proposed 
for a height limit of 850 feet. Should a building taller than 700 feet 
not be built in this zone within a sufficient amount of time, such 
as ten years, or otherwise reasonably judged unlikely to come to 
fruition, the City should consider reclassifying the 700-foot zone on 

Proposed skyline view from Dolores Park (buildings in blue reflect proposed zoning under the Plan).
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Proposed skyline view from Twin Peaks (buildings in blue reflect proposed zoning under the Plan).

the north side of Mission Street just west of Ecker Street to enable a 
building up to 850 feet to be constructed at that site.

Height transitions of at least 150 feet (e.g. 1000 to 850, 850 to 700, 
700 to 550) are essential between major height tiers in order to 
create graceful and distinct transitions between buildings of such 
scale in this compact area. A more significant transition, however, is 
necessary on the southern portion of the District, where prevailing 
building heights in the districts immediately adjacent are lower. In 
this area, height limits are proposed to more quickly transition to 
350 feet and lower.

Policy 2.4
Transition heights downward from mission Street to Folsom 
Street and maintain a lower “saddle” to clearly distinguish the 
downtown form from the Rincon Hill form and to maintain 
views between the city’s central hills and the bay bridge. 

Policy 2.5
Transition heights down to adjacent areas, with particularly 
attention on the transitions to the southwest and west in the 
lower scale South of market areas and to the waterfront to the 
east.

The intent of the urban form changes introduced by the Rincon Hill 
Plan was to separate the Hill’s form from the downtown skyline. For 
all of the reasons discussed earlier in this section, maintaining a 
sense of place and orientation by distinguishing neighborhoods and 
districts on the skyline is important. The building heights of Rincon 
Hill and areas to the north were crafted to maintain a lower point, 
or “saddle” in the skyline between Howard Street and the north 
side of Folsom Street. This lower stretch on the skyline between the 
downtown core and Rincon Hill also provides important east-west 
views from the hills in the center of the city (e.g. Corona Heights, 
Twin Peaks, Upper Market) to the East Bay hills, the Bay Bridge, 
the Bay, and vice versa. This section of the skyline should achieve 
a height no taller than 400 feet. Equally important to stepping 
down buildings in the north-south direction, structures should also 
transition downward to adjacent lower scale neighborhoods and to 
the waterfront. Building heights should taper down to 250 feet and 
lower along the Second Street corridor to the southwest.

Policy 2.6
Establish a minimum height requirement for the Transit Tower 
site, as well as other adjacent sites zoned for a height limit of 
750 feet or greater.

The ultimate height of the occupied portion of the building proposed 
for the Transit Tower (and other buildings) will be affected largely by 
the market. To achieve the urban form goals of the Plan, it is critical 
that this building be the crown of the skyline. If, for whatever reason, 
the Transit Tower is proposed for an occupied height lower than the 
maximum height allowed under this Plan, the building should 
include an architectural feature that extends the effective height of 
the building in some form to a height of at least 950 feet. 
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View from Twin Peaks View from the Bay Bridge

3D VISuALIZATIonS New buildings, shown in blue, reflect existing (top) and proposed (bottom) zoning.
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View from Potrero Hill View from Alamo Square
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SunLIGHT on PubLIC SPACES

As part of this Plan’s analysis regarding building heights, a qualitative 
assessment was conducted of the potential for new buildings in the 
Plan Area to add shading to downtown open spaces. 

In general, existing downtown open spaces owned by the Recreation 
and Parks Department could potentially be affected by new buildings 
at the heights envisioned in the District, but because of the parks’ 
distance from the core of the District, additional shadowing would 
occur during limited times of the year when shadows are long, 
mostly during the first half of the day. During these times, the 
potential for additional shading is limited since shadows generated 
at these great distances are moving swiftly and shortening as the 
sun rises. The following are some of the findings regarding specific 
public spaces:

Embarcadero Plazas•	 : The Embarcadero Plazas, particularly 
Justin Herman Plaza, are very heavily used open spaces. They 
provide open and sunny spaces for the downtown population 
to enjoy during lunchtime and special events. As a result, the 
adopted qualitative standards for these spaces recommend 
avoiding new shading during the mid-day period and also 
during the winter. During December and January, the tallest 
buildings in the Plan area have the potential to shade the 
heavily used sitting areas along the eastern and northern 
portions of the plaza, where the only sun is available in the 
plaza during these months, between noon and 3pm. However, 
at a height up to 1,000 feet, the Transit Tower would mostly 
avoid casting shadows on these few sunny seating areas, only 
clipping the edges.

St. Mary’s and Portsmouth•	 : These plazas, used throughout the 
day, would both be affected roughly between 8:00 and 9:00 
am for a few months in spring and fall—by the tallest of 

People congregate in sunny parts of Justin Herman Plaza and avoid sitting in or spending time in shaded parts.

the potential buildings in the District (the Transit Tower and 
buildings just to the northwest along Mission and 1st Streets). 
To meaningfully reduce potential shadows, however, these 
buildings would require substantial reductions in scale from 
the heights now proposed.

Union Square•	 : This famous plaza is heavily used by workers, 
shoppers, and visitors alike. It is a very sunny space most of 
the year from mid-morning through mid-afternoon. Its most 
intensive use is mid-day. The tallest buildings in the District 
(those proposed above 700 feet in height) could potentially 
add some shading to the edges of the square primarily before 
8:00am during the summer. Above a height of 400 feet, a 
tower on the Palace Hotel site would add shade to the square 
between 8:00 and 9:00 am during the summer. At a building 
height above 600 feet, greater shading of the café seating area 
on the eastern half of the square would result.
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Some adjustments to the Plan’s building height proposals were 
made expressly to reduce shadow impacts to public spaces. While the 
intent is to minimize shadows, the Plan proposes to do so without 
sacrificing other important objectives of the Plan, especially those 
regarding urban form and optimizing land use. Further, just as the 
potential for some shading from key buildings should not override 
the ability to achieve the Plan’s core objectives, neither does a lack of 
major shading impacts from particular potential development sites 
justify height increases inconsistent with other major objectives, 
such as enhancing the coherence of the city’s urban pattern and 
preservation of public views. No one objective is ignored or violated, 
but each is balanced to achieve the optimum benefit of all essential 
Plan objectives.

To address shadow impacts further, as listed in the Funding chapter, 
the Plan proposes to set aside funds to improve the potentially 
affected open spaces, primarily St. Mary’s and Portsmouth Squares. 
These spaces have existing significant need for improvements to 

enhance their usefulness to users. While not a direct mitigation 
for shading, funded improvements could go a long way toward 
increasing the usable area of these plazas, providing additional 
amenities, and improving deficiencies.

It is important to note that additional detailed shadow analysis, 
including quantitative assessment, will be necessary for each 
individual project and will enable further refinements as specific 
building designs are proposed and brought through the entitlement 
process.

Finally, as described in the Public Realm chapter, the Plan’s proposals 
and the Transit Center itself (to which the Plan proposes to dedicate 
significant money), would provide for or financially support the 
creation of several new open spaces of notable size, increasing 
recreational opportunities and options for downtown workers and 
residents to find a sunny patch of open space.



Upper Tower
25% Reduction of 

Lower Tower Average
Floorplate and Average 

Diagonal Dimension Average Upper Tower Floor Plate

Lower Tower
No Bulk Control

Base
55’-110’

Average Lower Tower Floor Plate

75%

100% D

75%D

U
p

p
er

 1
/3

 T
o

w
er

Lo
w

er
 2

/3
 T

o
w

er

32 1         2         3         4         5         6         7

URBAN FORM02

buILDInG DESIGn: ToWER ZonE

The Transit Center District will be home to several of the tallest 
buildings in San Francisco. Because these buildings affect the street 
environment, access to sun and sky, and the skyline, the massing 
and design of towers is critical to achieving the overall urban form 
goals for the Plan area. With this in mind, the following objectives 
and policies address the massing and scale of tall buildings within 
the District.

obJECTIVE 2.6
PRoVIDE FLEXIbILITY AnD SuFFICIEnT ALLoWAnCE FoR THE 
STRuCTuRAL CoRE oF TALL buILDInGS (TALLER THAn 600 
FEET), WHILE EnSuRInG THAT THE buILDInGS mAInTAIn 
ELEGAnT AnD SLEnDER PRoPoRTIonS AnD PRoFILE. 

obJECTIVE 2.7
EnSuRE ARTICuLATIon AnD REDuCTIon To THE mASS oF THE 
uPPER PoRTIonS AnD ToPS oF ToWERS In oRDER To CREATE 
VISuAL InTEREST In THE SKYLInE AnD HELP mAInTAIn 
VIEWS.

obJECTIVE 2.8
mAInTAIn SEPARATIon bETWEEn TALL buILDInGS To PERmIT 
AIR AnD LIGHT To REACH THE STREET, AS WELL AS To HELP 
REDuCE ‘uRbAn CAnYon’ EFFECTS.

Policy 2.7
Do not limit the floorplate or dimensions of the lower tower 
for buildings taller than 550 feet.

Policy 2.8
Require a minimum 25 percent reduction in the average 
floorplate and average diagonal dimension for the upper 
tower as related to the lower tower.

For the purposes of this Plan, towers are divided vertically into two 
main components: the Lower Tower (generally defined as the lower 
2/3 of the tower) and Upper Tower (the upper 1/3 of the tower). 
For buildings taller than 550 feet, no bulk controls are proposed 
for the Lower Tower. The opportunity sites within the Plan Area 

are generally small and constrained, thus limiting floorplate sizes 
available for buildings in this District, making it unnecessary to 
establish a floorplate limit. However, adherence to tower separation 
rules is critical and exceptions to them must be limited to the 
instances outlined below. Since tenants today often desire flexible 
floorplates at lower levels, this policy will help to accommodate 
contemporary building needs, as well as to encourage potential 
employers to locate in the Transit District. To reduce bulk at the 
highest levels, a 25 percent floorplate reduction is required for the 
Upper Tower portion of tall buildings.



35'

15'

35'

1000’

550’

300’

1.25 times
width of
street

Interior Property Line

70'

35'

15'

1000’

550’

300’

55’ - 110’

Center Line of Street

33DRAFT TRANSIT CENTER DISTRICT PLAN

UR
BA

N 
FO

RM
02

Policy 2.9
maintain current tower separation rules for buildings up to 
550 feet in height, extend these requirements for buildings 
taller than 550 feet, and define limited exceptions to these 
requirements to account for unique circumstances.

Proposed changes include: 

maintain the 35-foot setback from interior property lines •	
for buildings taller than 550 feet.

For buildings taller than 550 feet in height, extend the •	
currently required setback plane that increases with 
height from the center line of a major street (e.g. mission 
St.), resulting in a setback of 70 feet for a building height 
of 1,000’. 

Apply tower separation rules to proposals for multiple •	
towers on the same property, not just between adjacent 
properties. Require such buildings to meet standards for 
setbacks from interior property lines.

Permit partial or full waiver of the interior property line •	
setback requirement for buildings immediately adjacent 
to the Transit Center, for portions of buildings where the 
height limit of the adjacent site is lower, and on sites 
where the adjacent lot has a historic building whose 
development rights have been transferred. 

These tower separation requirements are critical to controlling and 
moderating the concentration of large buildings, and to ensuring 
visual access to the sky, views and sunlight, particularly at ground 
level.

Proposed Tower Separations
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The scale and articulation of the streetwall along Mission Street create a 
comfortable pedestrian experience.

buILDInG DESIGn: STREETWALL & 
PEDESTRIAn ZonE

The character of a district is largely defined by the scale of the 
roadway, sidewalks, and adjoining building frontages. Collectively, 
these shape the pedestrian experience by creating a sense of 
enclosure, often called an “urban room.” The Transit District will 
contain many of the city’s tallest buildings and buildout of the District 
will entail replacement of many smaller buildings that now provide 
a humane scale. Without moderation and articulation of the lower 
portions of tall buildings, the result could lack pedestrian references 
that create a comfortable experience at the ground level. Therefore, 
it is particularly critical that buildings be designed in a thoughtful 
manner, taking into consideration the street scale and pedestrian 
interest in the massing of tall buildings, not simply be designed as 
architectural gestures of the skyline. In addition, the ground floors 
must foster a lively and attractive pedestrian experience. In guiding 
building design in the Plan Area, the following policies address two 
main building zones:

Streetwall Zone.•	  The height of the streetwall, generally its 
relation to the street width, is a defining characteristic of a 
neighborhood’s scale. Within the Transit Center District, the 
streetwall is defined as that part of the building above the 
pedestrian zone and extending to a height of 55 to 110 feet 
(depending on the context).

Pedestrian Zone.•	  Pedestrians are most aware of the first two to 
three stories at the ground, or what is within their immediate 
view. These policies focus on the character of the street and 
how buildings meet the ground. The pedestrian zone is defined 
as the first 20–25 feet of a building.

Tower
Zone

Street
Wall

Zone

Pedestrian
Zone

Min. 10’ 

0’

20’-25’

55’-110’

STREETWALL ZonE 

obJECTIVE 2.9
PRoVIDE buILDInG ARTICuLATIon AboVE A buILDInG 
bASE To mAInTAIn oR CREATE A DISTInCTIVE STREETWALL 
ComPATIbLE WITH THE STREET’S WIDTH AnD CHARACTER.

obJECTIVE 2.10
mAInTAIn APPRoPRIATE CHARACTER-DEFInInG buILDInG 
SCALE In THE HISToRIC DISTRICT. 

Policy 2.10
Ensure that buildings taller than 150 feet in height establish 
a distinct base element to define the street realm at a 
comfortable height of not more than 1.25 times the width of 
the street.

Such a base element must be discernible from the •	
tower form by any combination of upper level setbacks, 
projections, or other building features or articulations.

Provide combined horizontal relief of at least 10 feet for •	
at least 60 percent of the development lot width at the 
streetwall.

Recesses of the base or changes of material alone are not •	
sufficient streetwall defining treatments.

Buildings with sheer facades rising up straight from the ground 
without a horizontal break at the streetwall height create a 
vertiginous and inhuman scale, particularly when grouped without 
intervening lower scale buildings. Unlike the Financial District 
area north of Market Street where numerous historic buildings of 
moderate scale remain interspersed between taller buildings, the 
core parts of the Transit Center District (such as along Mission Street) 
where likely development sites exist have only a few significant 



35DRAFT TRANSIT CENTER DISTRICT PLAN

UR
BA

N 
FO

RM
02

older buildings of modest scale (i.e. 50 to 100 feet in height). The 
Downtown Plan contains a policy to require a horizontal element 
(e.g. a belt course) on the façade in a manner that suggests a 
human-scaled building base, but this architectural feature alone is 
insufficient. Towers that incorporate upper story setbacks to define 
a distinctive base element help to create a comfortable pedestrian 
environment, one that is more scaled to the human perspective at 
the street level.  For the Transit Center District, a streetwall height 
of 55 to 110 feet defines a comfortable “urban room,” based on a 
prevailing street width of 82.5 feet. Where project sites are large 
enough to incorporate multiple buildings along the street face, 
including both tall towers and lower scale buildings of 150 feet in 
height or less, the towers themselves may not necessarily need to 
feature setbacks. However, where projects consist of a single tall 
building at the street face, such towers must meet the articulation 
requirements described above.

Policy 2.11
All buildings within the 2nd/new montgomery Conservation 
District should meet the following design guidelines:

buildings should be built out to the sidewalk-abutting •	
property line consistent with the historic buildings.

buildings taller than 85 feet should maintain a •	
streetwall height of 50 to 85 feet, above which there 
must be a setback of at least 15 feet. This policy does not 
apply along new montgomery, where the height limit 
is 150’ feet and buildings may rise to their full height of 
150 feet at the property line.

Streetwall guidelines for buildings within the 2nd/New Montgomery Conservation District.

Streetwall guidelines for buildings taller than 150 feet.

10’ Setback

≥60%
<40%

Setback
≥ 15’

50’-60’ if 
Building Height 
> 85’

No Setback 
Required if 
Building Height 
≤ 85’

Build to Property Line
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Policy 2.12
Where construction of the downtown rail extension must 
unavoidably demolish buildings, reduce impacts on the 
District’s character by facilitating appropriate re-use of these 
parcels.

The underground downtown rail extension is planned under Second 
Street curving eastward into the basement of the Transit Center. 
While the Second Street construction can be executed within 
the right-of-way with a tunnel-boring machine, the necessary 
curvature alignment and widening of the tracks into the Transit 
Center necessitate the full or partial acquisition by the TJPA of 
several private parcels at both the northeast and southeast corners 
of Second and Howard streets, including the demolition of several 
buildings. It is important to ensure a positive re-use of these sites 
so that the district is not left with awkward or minimally-usable 
parcels. Because of the unique situations caused by the train’s 
alignment affecting both sides of Howard Street, the Plan proposes 
the following distinct responses:

Northeast Corner•	 : The extent of the below-grade alignment and 
complexity of the track and station infrastructure challenges 
the feasibility of significant development at this corner. As a 
result, the best possible use of these parcels is the creation of 
a new public open space that facilitates pedestrian flow to the 
Transit Center and provides both a needed additional ground 
level open space and an opportunity for a major public vertical 
access to the rooftop Transit Center park. The design of the 
plaza should also incorporate architectural elements at the 
street edge that connect the plaza to the fabric of the historic 
district. The Public Realm chapter provides more detail on this 
concept.

Southeast Corner•	 : The eastern edge of the underground track 
alignment slices diagonally across the three parcels north of 
Tehama Street and west of Malden Alley, with little possibility 

of constructing a building with foundations or columns 
immediately above the tracks. The remaining developable 
portion of the parcels east of the tracks totals approximately 
9,000 square feet, though in a somewhat awkward wedge 
configuration. Given the potential for a plaza at the more 
appropriate northeast corner of this intersection adjacent to 
the Transit Center, a new building should be encouraged on 
this site to maintain the physical continuity of the historic 
district along Second and Howard streets.

To make a new building more feasible given the shape and size 
of the site that remains after the TJPA’s right-of-way needs are 
met, the City should consider vacating Malden alley in order 
to permit a merger with the affected properties along Second 
Street. The General Plan includes policies (Urban Design 
Element Policies 2.8–2.10) discouraging the vacation of 
public-rights-of-way except under unique and extraordinary 
circumstances in which the demonstrable public benefit 
of a proposed project requiring the vacation substantially 
outweighs the loss in public value (both current and potential) 
of maintaining the right-of-way in public ownership.

In this unique circumstance, vacating Malden would aid in the 
positive transition of this block in light of the rail alignment. 
Consequently, at an appropriate point following completion of 
arrangements with the TJPA to secure the necessary property 
for the rail alignment and submittal of a building proposal, 
vacation of Malden should be considered consistent with the 
General Plan vacation policies along with demolition of the 
subject buildings along Second Street.

Though it may not possible to construct building foundations 
above the rail tunnel on this site, a new building here should 
strive to create a prominent corner presence at Second and 
Howard. One way to achieve this might be to cantilever a 

A plaza is proposed for the northeast corner of Second and Howard streets, 
where the underground rail extension curves eastward into the Transit Center. 

portion of the lower floors of the building toward the corner. 
Consistency with the character of the historic district and 
notable buildings at this location presents another matter that 
needs to be favorably resolved.  A new structure, for example, 
could successfully incorporate and build above a portion of 
the historic buildings immediately to the east.  To be favorably 
considered, such an arrangement must feature sufficient 
setbacks and be accomplished in a way that maintains the 
appearance of these significant buildings as complete or 
independent structures.
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obJECTIVE 2.11
PuRSuE buILDInG SETbACKS To AuGmEnT A SIDEWALK 
WIDEnInG PRoGRAm on STREET FRonTAGES WHERE 
SIGnIFICAnT ConTIGuouS STRETCHES oF PARCELS ARE LIKELY 
To bE REDEVELoPED.

In some areas within the Transit Center District, the program for 
widening sidewalks can be augmented by requiring building 
setbacks. Such treatment, however, is only appropriate where there 
are contiguous stretches of anticipated new development, such 
as those listed and in those situations where the result would not 
create a “sawtooth” pattern of building frontages at the sidewalk. 
When utilized, building setbacks must be designed as a seamless 
extension of the sidewalk:

At sidewalk grade, designed as an extension of the sidewalk. •	

Completely free of all columns or other building elements •	

Be open at all times for pedestrian circulation •	

Policy 2.13
As appropriate on a case-by-case basis, require new buildings 
located at major street corners (outside of the Conservation 
District) in the Plan Area to modestly chamfer the corner of 
the building at the ground level (if the building is otherwise 
built out to the property line) in order to provide additional 
pedestrian space at busy corners.
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Policy 2.14
Require a building setback of ten feet on the following 
frontage:

South side of mission Street between First and Fremont •	
streets (Transit Tower) 

Required and potential building setbacks

Policy 2.15
Consider requiring a building setback of up to ten feet on 
the following frontages if development proceeds such that a 
desirable pattern of buildings would result:

north side of mission Street between First and Second •	
streets 

north side of Howard Street between First and Second •	
streets 

West side of First Street between market and mission •	
streets
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PEDESTRIAn ZonE

Buildings in the Transit Center District should be designed at where 
they meet the ground, in such a way that reinforces the human scale. 
Ground floor uses and building features such as entries, building 
materials, canopies and awnings, display windows, and lighting, all 
contribute to conditions ideal for attracting pedestrian activity. To 
that end, the following policies apply to the pedestrian zone of all 
buildings within the District.

obJECTIVE 2.12
EnSuRE THAT DEVELoPmEnT IS PEDESTRIAn-oRIEnTED, 
FoSTERInG A VITAL AnD ACTIVE STREET LIFE.

obJECTIVE 2.13
EnACT uRbAn DESIGn ConTRoLS To EnSuRE THAT THE 
GRounD-LEVEL InTERFACE oF buILDInGS IS ACTIVE AnD 
EnGAGInG FoR PEDESTRIAnS, In ADDITIon To PRoVIDInG 
ADEQuATE SuPPoRTInG RETAIL AnD PubLIC SERVICES FoR 
THE DISTRICT.

obJECTIVE 2.14
EnCouRAGE TALL AnD SPACIouS GRounD FLooR SPACES.

obJECTIVE 2.15
EnCouRAGE ARTICuLATIon oF THE buILDInG FAÇADE To 
HELP DEFInE THE PEDESTRIAn REALm.

obJECTIVE 2.16
mInImIZE AnD PRoHIbIT bLAnK WALLS AnD ACCESS To oFF-
STREET PARKInG AnD LoADInG AT THE GRounD FLooR on 
PRImARY STREETS To HELP PRESERVE A SAFE AnD ACTIVE 
PEDESTRIAn EnVIRonmEnT. 

Policy 2.16
Establish a pedestrian zone below a building height of 20 to 
25 feet through the use of façade treatments, such as building 
projections, changes in materials, setbacks, or other such 
architectural articulation.

Combined with upper level setbacks to define the streetwall, 
emphasizing the ground floor of a building can help create a 
more interesting and comfortable streetscape and pedestrian 
environment.

Pedestrian
Zone
20’-25’

Building
Projection

Building
Setback

Material
Change

Policy 2.17
Require major entrances, corners of buildings, and street 
corners to be clearly articulated within the building’s 
streetwall. 

Policy 2.18
Allow overhead horizontal projections of a decorative 
character to be deeper than one foot at all levels of a building 
on major streets.

Section 136 of the Planning Code currently permits horizontal 
projections deeper than one foot at the roof-level only, which is not 
meaningful when the building roof level is hundreds of feet above 
street level. This Code section should be modified to permit such 
projections at lower levels for tall buildings (not lower than 20 feet 
above sidewalk grade) to help define both the streetwall and the 
pedestrian zone. 

Building articulation, such as setbacks and material changes, can help define the pedestrian zone (see Policy 2.16).

Tower
Zone

Street
Wall

Zone

Pedestrian
Zone

Min. 10’ 

0’

20’-25’

55’-110’
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Policy 2.19
Limit the street frontage of lobbies to 40 feet in width or 25 
percent of the street frontage of the building, whichever is 
larger, and require the remaining frontage to be occupied 
with public-oriented uses, including commercial uses and 
public open space.

Expansive lobby frontages do not activate the street or contribute to 
an engaging pedestrian experience and can negatively dampen and 
discourage the life and character of the district. Frontages where 
lobbies are minimized in width (but prominent) at the street face 
can be lined with active spaces, such as commercial uses and public 
space, creating an engaging pedestrian experience. Other cities, 
such as New York City, have adopted almost identical controls out 
of similar concerns.

Policy 2.20
Discourage the use of arcades along street frontages, 
particularly in lieu of setting buildings back. If provided, 
arcades must meet the following design guidelines:

Arcade must be at least 20 feet in height as measured •	
from sidewalk grade to bottom of finished ceiling. 

Arcade must feature a continuous clear width (as •	
measured from inside-face of exterior column to closest 
point of ground floor facade) of not less than twice the 
finished width of the column, but not less than 8 feet. 

Columns must not be spaced closer than 4 times the •	
finished width of the columns.

outdoor seating or displays may not reduce clear walking •	
width in the arcade to less than 8 feet at any point.

Arcades are generally not an appropriate design solution within the 
Transit Center District, as they can deaden the sidewalk environment 

Active Use

Active Use

40’ or 25% Max

Lobby Frontage,

whichever is
 larger 

30’ Recom
m

ended

Retail Depth

A building's lobby is limited to 40 feet in width or 25% of the building's street frontage, whichever is larger.

A building that has most of its frontage dedicated to active uses, rather than its lobby, greatly adds to the pedestrian realm.

The Plan discourages expansive lobbies that take up the majority of 
the building's frontage and do little to activate the street.
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by separating a building’s ground floor from the street by a wall 
of columns. Additionally, as development sites are generally 
not contiguous along an entire block and are interspersed with 
existing buildings, arcades remain as truncated non-continuous 
paths of travel and so are generally avoided by pedestrians whose 
destinations are other than the immediate building. In addition, 
San Francisco’s cool, temperate climate often results in empty, 
little-used arcades in Downtown which, because they are carved 
out of the building face at the ground level, do not receive direct 
sunlight. In climates that are warmer or wetter than San Francisco’s, 
arcades can be a more practical and valuable addition to the urban 
environment.

Policy 2.21
Require transparency of ground-level facades (containing 
non-residential uses) that face public spaces. 

Guidelines for ground floors include:
At least sixty percent of the portion of the façade •	
between 3 and 12 feet above grade shall be comprised of 
clear, non-reflective windows that allow views of indoor 
space.

The use of louvers should be minimized. No mechanical •	
louvers or grates for venting or air intake are permitted 
below 25 feet from grade, and no louvers may face a 
major street.

Opaque window treatments and the placement of mechanical 
building features (even if camouflaged) on the façade within the 
pedestrian zone effectively act as blank walls that have a deadening 
presence along the street. By encouraging maximum ground floor 
transparency, this policy aims to increase the liveliness of the 
pedestrian realm.

Policy 2.22
Limit the width of the individual commercial frontages on 2nd 
Street to 75 feet to maintain a dense diversity of active uses. 

Second Street is the retail center of the District, characterized by 
many small shops and services lining the sidewalks. This pattern 
enables people to find a wide variety of stores and services 
meeting their needs and to stroll along the sidewalks browsing 
for restaurants and services that fit their needs. This diversity of 
small uses ensures a lively and vibrant district. It is important to 
ensure the continuance of this pattern. Ground floor spaces must 
be articulated into storefronts with multiple entryways. Larger floor 
plate uses should be wrapped by other commercial spaces such that 
no more than 75 linear feet of one street frontage is occupied by a 
single commercial space. All façades should have multiple entrances 
and be highly transparent.

Policy 2.23
Eliminate the Floor Area Ratio penalty for tall floors.

Section 102.11 of the Planning Code currently requires creating 
and counting “phantom floors” in square footage calculations when 
average floor-to-floor height exceeds 15 feet. This discourages tall 
ground floor spaces that add variety and grandeur to a streetscape.

Policy 2.24
Prohibit access to off-street parking and loading on key street 
frontages. Whenever possible, all loading areas should be 
accessed from alleys. 

Maintaining the continuity of the pedestrian environment is 
paramount in this busy district, as is ensuring efficient movement 
of transit. In order to promote active street frontages and prevent 
vehicular conflict with sidewalk activity and transit movement, 
access to off-street parking and loading should be prohibited or 
restricted on key streets. Please see Policy 3.8 in the Public Realm 
chapter for more detail.

Arcades and inactive ground floor uses that require opaque 
window treatments do little to contribute to an active street life.
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buILDInG DESIGn: mATERIALS

The smart use of building materials can contribute greatly to the 
livability and sustainability of a place. The Downtown Plan addresses 
this notion by stressing the importance of using consistent building 
materials to create a visually interesting and harmonious building 
pattern. This Plan builds on this by encouraging the treatment of 
wall surfaces, such as with plants and light coloring, to further the 
District’s urban design and sustainability goals. 

obJECTIVE 2.17
PRomoTE A HIGH LEVEL oF QuALITY oF DESIGn AnD 
EXECuTIon, AnD EnHAnCE THE DESIGn AnD mATERIAL 
QuALITY oF THE nEIGHboRInG ARCHITECTuRE.

Policy 2.25
Assure that new buildings contribute to the visual unity of the 
city.

For the most part, buildings in San Francisco are light in tone and 
harmonize to form an elegant and unified cityscape. The overall 
effect, particularly under certain light conditions, is that of a white 
city laid over the hills, contrasted against the darker colors of the 
Bay and the vegetated open spaces and hilltops. To maintain 
continuity with this existing pattern, dark and disharmonious colors 
or building materials should be avoided. Large buildings should be 
light in color. Highly reflective and mirrored glass should never be 
used, and tinted colored glass, should be used sparingly and should 
not dominate large façades.

Policy 2.26
maximize daylight on streets and open spaces and reduce 
heat-island effect, by using materials with high light 
reflectance, without producing glare. 

Policy 2.27
Encourage the use of green, or “living,” walls as part of a 
building design in order to reduce solar heat gain as well as to 
add interest and lushness to the pedestrian realm.

In urban areas, such as downtown San Francisco, green walls offer 
an opportunity to add landscaping to a neighborhood where vertical 
space is more plentiful than horizontal space. Either free-standing 
or incorporated as part of a building, a green wall, also referred to as 
a living wall or bio-wall, can have a positive impact on both building 
design, as well as on the pedestrian realm. By having an insulating 
effect, green walls reduce overall building temperatures, helping 
to reduce energy consumption. In addition, green walls help with 
stormwater management, assist in greatly reducing heat island 
effect in urban environments, and reduce air pollution by acting as 
bio-filters.

Living walls offer an opportunity to reduce solar gain while adding 
landscaping to urban areas. Patrick Blanc's innovative vertical gardens, 
Athenaeum hotel, London (top) and Musée du quai Branly, Paris (bottom).



The Transit Center District is poised to become the 
heart of the new downtown, and with that comes the 
responsibility of creating an inviting, lively public 
realm that not only accommodates more people, but 
also creates a wonderful place, one that showcases 
the importance of this part of the city.

“

”
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PUBLIC REALM

The public realm is the shared space of a city—its streets, 
alleys, sidewalks, parks, and plazas. It is through these spaces 
that we experience a city, whether it is walking to work, 
shopping, or having lunch in a sunny plaza. A high quality 
public realm is fundamental in our perception of what makes 
a place special. Sufficient sidewalk widths and open spaces, 
along with streetscape elements, such as lighting, street 
furniture, and plantings, all play a big role in the character, 
comfort, and identity of place. 

A great public realm is an essential element of a great city. 
Recognizing this, cities around the world are reclaiming 
their streets as public space. New York City has been leading 
the way in the United States in transforming its major  
thoroughfares and intersections into pedestrian-oriented 
spaces by converting auto lanes and parking into gracious 
wide pedestrian promenades and plazas, even closing major 
streets, like Broadway in Times Square, to traffic. Chicago has 
made tremendous strides to humanize its downtown area 
by expanding sidewalks and creating generous landscaping 
and pedestrian amenities. Copenhagen has made continuous 

incremental changes over the years, gradually removing almost 
all on-street parking in the central city and closing many streets 
to auto traffic. These street modifications have turned that city 
into one of the world’s greatest pedestrian environments. 
Building on Copenhagen’s already walkable street grid, 
city planners have created a network of wonderful spaces 
comprised of pedestrian-only and pedestrian-priority streets 
and public squares. London, as a result of the transformation 
introduced with its congestion charging program to reduce 
traffic in the central city, has also been reclaiming roadway 
space for social gathering spaces, pedestrian space, and other 
improvements like transit and bicycle facilities.

San Francisco’s Transit Center District is poised to become 
the heart of the new downtown, and with that comes the 
responsibility of creating an inviting, lively public realm that 
not only accommodates more people, but also creates a 
wonderful place, one that showcases the importance of this 
part of the city. To reach this goal, the Plan Area, which today 
is rather bleak and dominated by heavy traffic, will need to be 
significantly transformed. Most of the streets are designed for 

03
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cars traveling to and from the Bay Bridge and regional highways, 
and as a result, the street environment is unattractive, with long 
blocks, few pedestrian amenities, and poor sidewalk conditions. In 
addition, open space in the area is comprised of small, dispersed, 
privately-managed spaces on individual sites. While there are a 
handful of major parks nearby, such as Yerba Buena Gardens and 
Rincon Park, the Plan area itself lacks any significant public open 
space. 

Within the next 10 to 20 years, the Transit Center District will see 
exponential increases in pedestrian volumes, making it one of 
the busiest areas, if not the busiest, in downtown. Two separate 
factors will substantially contribute to the increased pedestrian 
volume—land use intensification and the Transbay Transit Center 
itself. Adding nine million square feet of building space to these 
concentrated blocks will result in a density greater than that of the 
Financial District to the north. Furthermore, the Transit Center will 
attract great volumes of train and bus users throughout the day, 
particularly during peak hours. The downtown extension of Caltrain 
and the future California High Speed Rail, each running multiple 
trains per hour in the peak, and with capacities approaching or 
exceeding 1,000 passengers per train, will add thousands of people 
to sidewalks, corners, and crosswalks, in a downtown neighborhood 
already experiencing new development and growth.

To fulfill the vision of an unsurpassed pedestrian-friendly place 
that supports the circulation and social needs of the District, the 
Plan proposes substantial changes in the design and allocation of 
the limited right-of-way space. These necessary changes include 
widening sidewalks (which can largely be achieved only by shifting 
allocation of roadway space from autos), adding mid-block crossings 
at key locations, and enhancing alleys as pedestrian spaces. 

Augmenting the system of public ways, well-designed parks 
and plazas of sufficient size and distribution are essential to the 
function and livability of the downtown. These spaces provide 
room for socializing, eating lunch, taking quiet breaks from one’s 
day, providing facilities for recreational and cultural diversion, 
supporting the needs of local residents, and performing ecological 
functions. Above all, such spaces encourage locals and visitors alike 
to spend time downtown, activating the area throughout the day 
and year. As population and densities within the District increase, 
open space becomes an essential neighborhood amenity and a 
counterbalance in the built environment. The proposed 5.4-acre 
rooftop Transit Center Park will be a crucial component in meeting 
downtown’s open space needs. Additional open space amenities 
will be needed to augment this space and weave it into the 
neighborhood. To begin addressing this, the Plan proposes a new 
public plaza on the northeast corner of Howard and Second Streets. 
Besides providing additional street-level public space, the plaza 
will act as an important visual and physical connector to the Transit 
Center and the Transit Center Park.

The existing street environment within the District is dominated by heavy 
traffic, and a lack of landscaping and pedestrian amenities. Howard between 
1st and 2nd streets (top) and Mission at Ecker (below).
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Illustrative Concept Plan

This plan conveys how the 
landscape of the Transbay 
neighborhood will be 
dramatically altered once 
all the recommendations 
are realized.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  2.12.1  CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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Transbay Streetscape and Open Space Illustrative Concept Plan (Source: Transbay Redevelopment Area Street & Open 
Space Concept Plan)

RELATED DoCUMEnTs

Several past planning efforts have already laid the foundation for 
making many of the changes proposed in the Transit Center District 
Plan. These policy documents are summarized below.

ThE DownTown sTREETsCAPE PLAn, 1995

The Downtown Streetscape Plan implements Objective 22 of the 
Downtown Area Plan, which calls for the creation of a Downtown 
Pedestrian Network. The Transit Center District falls within the South 
of Market subarea; the primary goals of the subarea are to improve 
pedestrian safety and create a more walkable pedestrian network. 
Mission Street is identified as a Special Street, becoming the focal 
point of the subarea, with transit and pedestrian amenities and 
activities. 

The Downtown Streetscape Plan also emphasizes the importance 
of Second Street, as well as key alleyways (Minna, Natoma, and 
Ecker); these ideas are reaffirmed in this Plan. The Streetscape Plan 
calls for a series of garden walkways—green paths with trees, 
sitting areas, and lighting—along Minna Street (connecting the 
Transbay Terminal to the Yerba Buena Center), with another along 
the Terminal’s ramps between First and Second streets. 

TRAnsBAy REDEvELoPMEnT PRojECT AREA 
sTREETsCAPE AnD oPEn sPACE ConCEPT PLAn, 2006

The Streetscape and Open Space Concept Plan was developed and 
adopted by the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency in November 
2006, following adoption of the Transbay Redevelopment Plan. 
The Concept Plan lays out a comprehensive set of standards and 
specifications for new public streets, alleys, rights-of-way, sidewalks, 
parks, and other public improvements in the Redevelopment Area. 

These concepts were also coordinated with the adopted street and 
circulation components of the Rincon Hill Plan on the south side of 
Folsom Street.

While fairly detailed, the Streetscape and Open Space Concept Plan 
calls for further analysis and consideration of many aspects of the 
streets, including sidewalk, lane, and directionality considerations 
on Folsom, Main, and other streets. Additionally, the focus of 
the Concept Plan is to improve the area south of Howard Street, 
immediately adjacent to the new residential blocks (i.e. Zone 1). The 
Concept Plan’s intention was not to substantially evaluate, at least in 
a robust way, the northern portions of the Redevelopment Plan area 
(i.e. Zone 2), particularly around the Transit Center, or to tackle the 
broader issues addressed by this Plan. 

The Transit Center District Plan builds 
on the Transbay Redevelopment Plan’s 
Streetscape and Open Space Concept 
Plan. Because new information and 
new thinking have evolved over the 
past three years since the formation 
of the Concept Plan, some minor 
modifications are recommended as 
part of this Plan. All modifications, 
however, maintain the vision, intent, 
and primary recommendations of that 
document. 

RInCon hILL sTREETsCAPE MAsTER PLAn, DRAFT, 
FEBRUARy 2007

The Draft Rincon Hill Streetscape Master Plan implements the 
streetscape and circulation policies adopted in the Rincon Hill 
Area Plan. In general, this Streetscape Plan contains designs and 
streetscape standards similar to the Transbay Streetscape and Open 
Space Concept Plan, as these two plans were created together to 
form a seamless neighborhood on both sides of Folsom Street. The 
Transit Center District Plan extends many of the key design features 
of the Rincon Hill Streetscape Plan throughout the District Plan 
Area. These include continuing the “Living Streets” character of 
Spear, Main, and Beale Streets to Market Street, as well as widening 
narrow sidewalks on several streets, particularly Fremont and First 
streets.
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BETTER sTREETs PLAn

The Draft Better Streets Plan has created a proposed set of standards, 
guidelines, and implementation strategies to govern how the City 
designs, builds, and maintains its pedestrian environment. The Plan 
seeks to balance the needs of all street users, with a particular focus 
on the pedestrian environment and how streets can be used as 
public space. The Plan reflects the philosophy that the pedestrian 
environment is about much more than just transportation (“getting 
from Point A to Point B”) and that streets serve a multitude of social, 
recreational, and ecological needs that must be considered when 
deciding on the most appropriate design. 

 The vision for the Draft Better Streets Plan is as follows:

The Better Streets Plan will result in a street system designed •	
to promote human needs for the use and enjoyment of public 
streets. It will prioritize the needs of walking, bicycling, transit, 
and the use of streets as public spaces for social interaction 
and community life, following San Francisco’s General Plan, 
Transit-First Policy, and Better Streets Policy.

The Better Streets Plan will result in streets where people walk •	
and spend time out of choice—not just necessity—because 
streets are memorable, engaging, safe, accessible, healthy, 
attractive, fun, and convenient.

The Better Streets Plan will result in a green network that •	
enhances the city’s long-term ecological functioning and 
people’s connection to the natural environment.

Finally, the Better Streets Plan will result in improved street-•	
based social opportunities, community life, access, and 
mobility for all San Franciscans, regardless of cultural identity, 
income group, neighborhood identity, or mobility level.

The Draft Better Streets Plan is currently undergoing environmental 
review and is tentatively scheduled for adoption in early 2010.

The Better Streets Plan recognizes the importance of the city's streets as not 
only a means of transportation, but as an important public space. 
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By prioritizing pedestrian movement, Copenhagen has become one of the 
world’s greatest walkable cities. Nyhavn Harbor, Copenhagen.

As part of a new initiative to increase the quality and amount of public space 
in New York City, city officials have introduced several new plazas. Along 
Broadway, traffic lanes have been replaced with a bike lane between the 
sidewalk and new plaza seating. (Source: www.livablestreets.com)

PEDEsTRIAn EnvIRonMEnT AnD 
CIRCULATIon

Aside from outlining a public realm and circulation system to 
support the Plan’s proposed intensified land use program, another 
key objective is to create a public realm that complements the 
major regional transportation infrastructure and service changes 
coming to the area. The District’s centerpiece, the Transit Center, 
will be a symbol of a new neighborhood that prioritizes transit and 
pedestrians. Along with an increase in development, this world-
class multi-modal station will generate an unprecedented amount 
of pedestrian activity in the Plan Area.

To create a public realm worthy of a great city, as well as accommodate 
the increased number of pedestrians and transit users, the balance 
of space must shift more toward people on the street. To do this, the 
Plan envisions widened sidewalks with significant amenities and 
enhanced landscaping, and an overall cohesive streetscape design 
for the District. Unavoidably, this step involves certain tradeoffs 
between pedestrian improvements and space for automobiles. Wider 
sidewalk widths can feasibly be provided only through expanding 
the sidewalk into the roadway, removing on-street parking or 
traffic lanes, and to a lesser extent by narrowing traffic lanes. Giving 
priority to pedestrians and the Transit Center District’s place in the 
city means difficult choices in view of space limitations in the rights-
of-way. The only other alternative is to require setbacks for all new 
buildings; however, such a policy would result in an entirely uneven 
and inconsistent sidewalk space since the relatively few likely 
building sites are dispersed and many buildings will remain in place. 
As a result, requiring building setbacks in this context is not a viable 
strategy for creating the consistent sidewalk widths and streetscape 
infrastructure envisioned as necessary for the District. 

oBjECTIvE 3.1
MAKE wALKInG A sAFE, PLEAsAnT, AnD ConvEnIEnT MEAns 
oF MovInG ABoUT ThRoUGhoUT ThE DIsTRICT.

oBjECTIvE 3.2
CREATE A hIGh-QUALITy PEDEsTRIAn EnvIRonMEnT In ThE 
DIsTRICT ConsIsTEnT wITh ThE vIsIon FoR ThE CEnTRAL 
DIsTRICT oF A woRLD-CLAss CITy.

oBjECTIvE 3.3 
GRACIoUsLy ACCoMMoDATE InCREAsEs In PEDEsTRIAn 
voLUMEs In ThE DIsTRICT.

oBjECTIvE 3.4
EMPhAsIZE ThE IMPoRTAnCE oF sTREETs AnD sIDEwALKs 
As ThE LARGEsT CoMPonEnT oF PUBLIC oPEn sPACE In ThE 
TRAnsIT CEnTER DIsTRICT.

Policy 3.1
Create and implement a district streetscape plan to ensure 
consistent corridor-length streetscape treatments.

Policy 3.2
widen sidewalks to improve the pedestrian environment by 
providing space for necessary infrastructure, amenities and 
streetscape improvements.

A consistent program of landscaping is essential in creating a well-
appointed downtown area. The streets in the District, particularly 
key streets such as Mission Street, are generally barren of necessary 
streetscape infrastructure, including trees, landscaping, benches, 
pedestrian lighting, bicycle racks, waste receptacles, news racks, 
kiosks, vendors, and other elements. Additionally, transit shelters 
and stops create serious pinch points that congest sidewalks. A 
consistent curb zone of at least six feet in addition to space allocated 
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The minimum sidewalk width in the District should be no less than 21 feet to allow for street furniture, such as lighting, bus stops, and benches. 

for circulation is necessary on all streets to accommodate these 
elements. Additional space is also necessary for improved curbside 
transit stops that meet minimum contemporary standards for 
passenger amenity but do not impinge on sidewalk circulation (as 
current bus shelters do). In addition to enhancing the quality of life 
for pedestrians, workers, residents, and visitors, green infrastructure 
creates necessary ecological features aimed at issues of stormwater 
flow and retention, air quality, urban heat islands, habitat, and 
other aspects.

Widened sidewalks, increased landscaping, and new mid-block crossings 
will help Mission Street become more pedestrian friendly, as shown in the 
illustration on the opposite page. 

Policy 3.3
Facilitate pedestrian circulation by providing sidewalk widths 
that meet the needs of projected pedestrian volumes and 
provide a comfortable and safe walking environment.

Without substantial sidewalk widening throughout the district, 
pedestrian conditions would further degrade and result in 
uncomfortable or even unsafe conditions, particularly at street 
corners. Sidewalk and corner crowding can cause uncomfortable or 
unpleasant walking conditions: an inability to walk at a preferable 
speed to fit one’s needs (either leisurely or hurriedly), to walk 
abreast with companions, to stop and chat or look in shop windows, 
to avoid physical contact with other people, or to pass others. 
Added sidewalk widths throughout the District will accommodate 
anticipated pedestrian traffic, allow for a coordinated program of 
streetscape amenities and improvements, as well as provide areas 
for sidewalk cafes and retail displays. The minimum width necessary 
throughout the district to accommodate pedestrian circulation is 15 
feet, exclusive of space for sidewalk amenities and infrastructure 
(e.g. transit shelters, trees, landscaping, benches, kiosks).

As described in preceding policies, sidewalks in the district need 
to be wide enough to allow for comfortable circulation and for 
streetscape infrastructure. The typical sidewalk in the district 
therefore should be at least 21 feet in width.
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Many of the District’s sidewalks are proposed to be widened in order to allow for increased pedestrian amenities, while creating a safe and comfortable walking environment. In addition, new signalized mid-block crossings will help shorten the District’s long 
blocks. Rendering shows Mission between 1st and 2nd streets.
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Policy 3.4
Continue the Living streets treatment to create linear plazas 
along Beale, Main, and spear streets.

The “Living Streets” concept established in the Rincon Hill Plan and 
Transbay Redevelopment Plan should be extended into and through 
the Transit Center District area as originally envisioned in those 
plans. The design strategy of Living Streets reduces the number of 
traffic lanes, generally to two travel lanes plus parking, in order to 
significantly widen the pedestrian space on one side of the street (to 
approximately 30 feet in width), effectively creating a linear open 
space with significant amenities. As part of the Transit Center District 
Plan, this streetscape treatment on Beale, Main, and Spear Streets 
is extended north of Folsom to Market Street, creating significant 
green linkages from Market Street south past the Transbay Park in 
Zone 1 and through the new residential neighborhoods.

As the neighborhood character changes from Bryant Street to Market 
Streets, however, so shall the character of the Living Streets. South 
of Howard, pocket parks, seating areas, and community gardens in 
the linear open space complement adjacent residential uses. From 
Howard to Market Streets, the design emphasis of Beale, Main, and 
Spear Streets will focus more on hardscape elements and active uses 
(e.g. kiosks, bicycle sharing pods, café seating). By creating a linear 
open space stretching from Bryant Street to Market Street, the Living 
Streets weave two neighborhoods together, while creating an open 
space amenity in a very dense part of the city.

Sufficient sidewalk width is necessary to allow for pedestrian amenities, such 
as bus shelters, without impinging on circulation. Michigan Avenue, Chicago.

Typical Street

Typical Living Street

Wide sidewalks provide space for landscaping, bicycle parking, restaurant 
seating and other amenities. Michigan Avenue, Chicago.
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Pedestrians often have to cross several lanes of traffic in the Plan Area. First 
Street at Mission

On streets where sidewalks cannot be widened, corner bulbouts can 
significantly reduce crossing distances. 

Policy 3.5
Create additional pedestrian capacity and shorten pedestrian 
crossing distances by narrowing roadways and creating corner 
curb bulb-outs.

Curb-to-curb distances on streets within the Transit Center District 
average between 50 and 60 feet, with multiple traffic lanes. For 
pedestrians, these wide streets can be unpleasant and potentially 
unsafe to cross. Widening sidewalks and removing travel or parking 
lanes on most of the District’s streets would significantly shorten 
the distance pedestrians must cross. Where on-street parking would 
remain, the curb at intersections can be extended to further reduce 
crossing distances while providing more pedestrian queuing capacity 
and reducing vehicle turning speeds. On streets where sidewalks 
cannot be widened sufficiently, corner bulbouts can provide critical 
expansion of queuing capacity for pedestrians, as corners are the 
most congested and impacted pedestrian locations. Where there is 
on-street parking, corner sidewalk extensions also make pedestrians 
more visible to drivers. The design of bulb-outs must be consistent 
with the adopted standards in the Better Streets Plan.

Policy 3.6
Enhance pedestrian crossings with special treatments (e.g. 
paving, lighting, raised crossings) to enhance pedestrian safety 
and comfort, especially where bulb-outs cannot be installed.

In certain cases, specific bus movements make the installation of 
bulb-outs infeasible. In other cases, such as portions of First, Beale, 
and Main streets, on-street parking is subject to peak-hour parking 
restrictions in order to provide additional auto travel capacity. In 
these instances, special attention should be paid to the design of 
crosswalks to enhance their visibility and safety. Design strategies 
could include special paving treatments, highly visible crossing 
markings, flashing light fixtures, or illuminated signs.

Particularly at the ends of alleys where they meet major streets, 
raised crosswalks at sidewalk level should be created across the 
mouth of the alley. These features would emphasize to drivers 
that they are entering a special, slower zone in the alley and also 
heighten driver awareness of pedestrians at major streets as vehicles 
leave the alley.

Policy 3.7
Develop “quality of place” and “quality of service” indicators 
and benchmarks for the pedestrian realm in the district, and 
measure progress in achieving benchmarks on a regular basis.

Similar to the current practice of measuring the function of right-
of-ways for vehicles, steps should be taken to measure the quality 
of streets as both walking corridors and social spaces for people. 
For pedestrians, a legitimate indicator system would go beyond the 
suitability of sidewalks, comfort, and safety to empirically measure 
the amount and quality of human and social life on the street. 
The only measurement currently used for pedestrians is a version 
of “Pedestrian Level of Service” that assesses crowding conditions. 
Yet it is only one measure of pedestrian quality. Factors that should 
be considered in assessing the quality of the public realm include 
characteristics of adjacent motor vehicle traffic, aesthetic quality of 
the environment, amount and prevalence of pedestrian amenities, 
continuity of active uses in adjacent buildings, distance between 
link choices, and a thorough accounting for the differing types of 
activities that people engage in (or don’t engage in) on the street, 
such as chatting, sitting, window-shopping, reading, eating, and 
so forth. These measurements allow planners to identify problems, 
establish performance indicators, and highlight deficiencies, 
improvements, and results. The City needs to periodically monitor, 
qualitatively and quantitatively, the pedestrian environment to 
ensure that the policies and goals of the Plan are met. 
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must maneuver around cross traffic. Curb cuts, moreover, remove 
valuable right-of-way space for trees, bicycle parking, and other 
pedestrian amenities. By limiting curb cuts on key streets, the Plan 
creates a safer and more attractive pedestrian environment for 
downtown users.

Policy 3.8
Designate Plan Area streets where no curb cuts are allowed or 
are discouraged. where curb cuts are necessary, they should 
be limited in number and designed to avoid maneuvering 
on sidewalks or in street traffic. when crossing sidewalks, 
driveways should be only as wide as necessary to accomplish 
this function.

No curb cuts to access off-street parking and loading should be 
allowed on key streets designated as priority thoroughfares for 
pedestrians, transit and continuous ground-floor retail. These 
include Second and Mission streets, the main north-south and east-
west connectors in the District, respectively. The Plan extends the 
Transbay Redevelopment Plan’s and Rincon Hill’s curb cut restrictions 
on Folsom from Essex to Second Street, further strengthening 
its key function as a neighborhood retail and pedestrian spine. 
New curb cuts are also restricted on several alleys—Ecker, Shaw, 
and Natoma—that currently function or are envisioned as active 
pedestrian passageways. While not prohibited, new curb cuts are 
strongly discouraged and would require discretionary approval 
(i.e. Conditional Use authorization) on First and Fremont Streets, 
particularly on blocks that have alley access.

Proposed Control:
Amend Section 155(r) to prohibit access to off-street parking and 
loading on Mission, Second, Ecker and portions of Folsom and 
Natoma Streets in the Plan area, and to permit such access on 
portions of First, Fremont, and Beale streets only with Conditional Use 
Authorization from the Planning Commission and approval by the 
SFMTA Board. 

Multiple curb cuts often cause conflicts between pedestrians and cars. 
Howard at 3rd Street

Proposed Curb Cut Restrictions
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oBjECTIvE 3.5
REsTRICT CURB CUTs on KEy sTREETs To InCREAsE 
PEDEsTRIAn CoMFoRT AnD sAFETy, To PRovIDE A 
ConTInUoUs BUILDInG EDGE oF GRoUnD FLooR UsEs, 
To PRovIDE A ConTInUoUs sIDEwALK FoR sTREETsCAPE 
IMPRovEMEnTs AnD AMEnITIEs, AnD To ELIMInATE 
ConFLICTs wITh TRAnsIT.

Multiple curb cuts along a street can have several negative effects 
on the pedestrian experience. Not only do they create inactive 
sidewalks, they become a significant hazard for pedestrians, who 
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Alleys and Mid-block Pathways

Proposed md-block crossing on 2nd Street at Natoma Proposed mid-block crossing on Mission Street near Ecker
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oBjECTIvE 3.6
EnhAnCE ThE PEDEsTRIAn nETwoRK wITh nEw LInKAGEs 
To PRovIDE DIRECT AnD vARIED PAThwAys, To shoRTEn 
wALKInG DIsTAnCEs, AnD To RELIEvE ConGEsTIon AT MAjoR 
sTREET CoRnERs

oBjECTIvE 3.7
EnCoURAGE PEDEsTRIAns ARRIvInG AT oR LEAvInG ThE 
TRAnsIT CEnTER To UsE ALL EnTRAnCEs ALonG ThE FULL 
LEnGTh oF ThE TRAnsIT CEnTER By MAXIMIZInG ACCEss vIA 
MID-BLoCK PAssAGEwAys AnD CRosswALKs.

oBjECTIvE 3.8
EnsURE ThAT nEw DEvELoPMEnT EnhAnCEs ThE 
PEDEsTRIAn nETwoRK AnD REDUCEs ThE sCALE oF LonG 
BLoCKs By MAInTAInInG AnD IMPRovInG PUBLIC ACCEss 
ALonG EXIsTInG ALLEys AnD CREATInG nEw ThRoUGh-
BLoCK PEDEsTRIAn ConnECTIons whERE nonE EXIsT. 

oBjECTIvE 3.9
EnsURE ThAT MID-BLoCK CRosswALKs AnD ThRoUGh-BLoCK 
PAssAGEwAys ARE ConvEnIEnT, sAFE, AnD InvITInG. 

Many of the blocks in the Plan Area are very long, reducing the 
walkability of the district. The blocks between First and Second 
streets, in particular, are 850 feet long, necessitating a need for mid-
block and through-block connections. The District’s alleyways are a 
character-defining element of the street fabric. They provide relief 
for pedestrian circulation, interest and diversity in the pedestrian 
network, and are critical for loading and parking access off of the 
main streets. Alleys additionally provide light and air in a dense 
district and create a more humane, fine scale of development. The 
Plan proposes to enhance this network by improving existing alleys, 
creating new mid-block pedestrian passages, as well as adding 
safe mid-block crossings. These improvements will help disperse 
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pedestrians throughout the District, and allow access to the Transit 
Center at different points, thereby helping to relieve pedestrian 
congestion on key corners of major streets around the core of the 
district.

Policy 3.9
Create convenient pedestrian access by providing signalized 
mid-block crosswalks, especially on blocks longer than 300 
feet. 

New pedestrian mid-block crossings will be introduced to ease 
access between major activity centers, as well as to help shorten 
pedestrian walking distances within the District. North-south 
pedestrian movement should be enhanced through the creation of 
three new mid-block crossings between 1st and 2nd Streets—on 
Mission Street near Shaw Alley, on Howard Street at mid-block, 
and Folsom Street at Essex Street. Several new crossings should 
be created along Natoma Street—at New Montgomery, Second, 
First, Fremont, Beale, and Main Streets—to facilitate access to 
the Transit Center and to emphasize its importance as an east-
west pedestrian corridor. Lastly, the Transbay Redevelopment Plan 
proposes extending Clementina Street east to Spear Street. Mid-
block crossings should be created where Clementina Street crosses 
First, Beale, Main, and Spear Streets to facilitate pedestrian access to 
the Transbay Park and to emphasize this new corridor.

Policy 3.10
Prohibit the elimination of existing alleys within the District. 
Consider the benefits of shifting or re-configuring alley 
alignments if the proposal provides an equivalent or greater 
degree of public circulation.

For all of the reasons mentioned earlier, alleys are critical components 
of the pedestrian system and the character of the Plan area. Even 
the shortest and narrowest alleys, while seemingly insignificant 

in the present, will become ever more necessary as the district 
density intensifies and the population increases. The City’s General 
Plan (Urban Design Element Policies 2.8–2.10) acknowledges their 
importance and already generally prohibits the vacation of public 
rights-of-way except under unique and extraordinary circumstances 
in which the demonstrable public benefit of a proposed project 
requiring the vacation substantially outweighs the loss in public 
value (both current and potential) of maintaining the right-of-
way in public ownership. However, based on other Plan policy and 
development goals for this District, it may be desirable to “shift” or 
build over certain narrow alleys, such as Elim Alley, for development 
purposes. In such cases, comparable publicly-accessible 
passageways must be created in order to preserve the District’s 
pedestrian network. Elim Alley, for instance, is currently a dark and 
narrow passageway, flanked by five- and six-story buildings and 
narrowing to 6.5 feet in width (making it uniquely the narrowest 
public right-of-way in the City). Because future development on 
this block consistent with other Plan objectives may require parcel 
consolidation, an opportunity exists to improve the alley and make 
it more attractive. 

Malden Alley, a narrow alley very close to the intersection of Second 
and Howard Streets, is a specific instance where eliminating an alley 
might be acceptable as a result of a major public project. In order to 
allow for a feasible development on adjacent parcels which will be 
partially encumbered by the underground rail extension, the vacation 
of Malden could be considered once the rail right-of-way is secured 
and a potential building is proposed. The Urban Form chapter has 
more discussion on this issue. In all of these cases, the General Plan 
explicitly requires the proposal of an actual development proposal 
for a public-right-of-way prior to consideration of vacation in order 
to weigh the specific merits of a particular development proposal 
against the loss of a public right-of-way.

Mid-block pedestrian pathways can be designed as unique architectural 
features, while maintaining fluid public access. BCE Place, Toronto (top, source: 
www.galinsky.com) , Victoria Quarter, Leeds (bottom, source: flickr)
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The Plan proposes to convert Shaw Alley into a pedestrian pathway.

Adjacent to the Transit Center, a portion of Natoma between 1st and 2nd 
streets will be a highly active pedestrian corridor. 

Policy 3.11
Design new and improved through-block pedestrian passages 
to make them attractive and functional parts of the public 
pedestrian network.

All pedestrian/mid-block pathways must meet the following 
standards to ensure that pathways appear and function as attractive 
and active parts of the public pedestrian network:

They must be at sidewalk grade.•	

They need not be open to the sky, but must have clear space of •	
at least 25 feet in height and 20 feet in width, be open to the 
public at all times (24 hours per day, 7 days per week), and be 
lined with lobbies or active uses. 

They must be open to the air at both ends, similar to an arcade •	
or galleria, and must not require opening of doors to access. 

Policy 3.12
Require a new public mid-block pedestrian pathway on Block 
3721, connecting howard and natoma streets between First 
and second streets. 

There are currently no north-south pedestrian connections from 
Howard to Natoma Streets on the long block between 1st and 2nd 
Streets. To facilitate pedestrian connections to the Transit Center 
from the south, a new public passageway is essential on Block 
3721 as part of the development of the TJPA’s “Parcel F.” To minimize 
pedestrian/vehicular conflicts, this mid-block pathway should be 
located away from any major ramp or driveway accessing a vehicular 
facility below the Transit Center or off-street parking or loading 
facility for a building, but should be located close to the mid-block 
crosswalk planned for this block of Howard Street.

Policy 3.13
Close shaw Alley permanently to vehicles and design it as a 
pedestrian-only open space for thru-connection to the Transit 
Center. 

Shaw Alley is a key link in the pedestrian network feeding the 
Transit Center from Market Street because of its connection to Ecker 
Street to the north, as well as to a planned mid-block crossing on 
Mission Street. A major entrance to the Transit Center is planned at 
Shaw Alley, as well as a ground-level passage through the Transit 
Center. The approved project adjacent to Shaw at 535 Mission, as 
a condition of approval, is to improve the alley and seek at least 
temporary lunchtime vehicular street closure for use as a pedestrian 
passageway and café space. However, Shaw should be permanently 
closed to vehicles once the Transit Center is in operation.

Policy 3.14
Convert the western portion of natoma street between First 
and second streets on the south side of the Transit Center to a 
primarily pedestrian-only street.

The western two-thirds of Natoma Street between First and Second 
streets will become a critical pedestrian space once the Transit Center 
is in operation. The ground floor of the Transit Center facing Natoma 
Street will feature continuous retail shops. The vision for Natoma 
Street is to create an active retail destination in the alley akin to 
Maiden Lane and other downtown destination alleys. This portion 
of Natoma Street will also be very heavily used by pedestrians to 
access the Transit Center as this will be the primary access point 
from the south and west; many people on foot are expected to come 
from the South of Market and Yerba Buena areas south of Howard 
Street and west of Second Street.  It may be feasible and desirable 
to allow service vehicles and deliveries to access this portion of 
Natoma Street during the night and early morning hours before 
the peak transit and retail times. The eastern third of the street near 
First Street would remain open to vehicles as a two-way street to 
maintain access to parking and loading for existing buildings on the 
north side of Howard Street.
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PUBLIC oPEn sPACE

Parks and plazas are vital to the area’s quality of life, helping to 
foster social interactions and providing places for rest and recharge. 
As the population and densities within the District increase, open 
space becomes an increasingly important neighborhood amenity. 
Not only is there a need to increase the amount of open space, but 
also the type of space. Different users—from office workers during 
lunch to special events to downtown residents walking with dogs or 
playing with their children—require unique open space facilities. 

Currently, the primary open spaces in the area are dispersed, mostly 
small, publicly-accessible but privately-owned spaces constructed 
as part of buildings since 1985 as a result of zoning requirements 
adopted in the Downtown Plan. There are no moderate to large 
open spaces and none that are truly public and managed as public 
spaces. The nearest large-scale parks are several blocks to the east 
(Justin Herman Plaza and Rincon Park) and to the west (Yerba 
Buena Gardens). 

There are, however, a few new public open spaces of note currently 
planned within the Transit Center District as part of the Transit 
Center itself and as part of the redevelopment of public parcels in 
Zone 1 of the Transbay Redevelopment Area. At 5.4 acres, the park 
planned for the roof of the Transit Center, dubbed “City Park,” will 
be the District’s “Central Park.” As proposed, the park will be a self-
sustaining ecosystem, allowing for a variety of both passive and 
active activities, educational experiences, special events, as well as 
habitat for local wildlife. Also part of the Transit Center development, 
Mission Square will serve as the  grand entrance to the new station 
at the corner of Fremont and Mission Streets. The Square is designed 
to be a plaza underneath a tall, vaulted glass-and-steel canopy, that 
includes a funicular to lift visitors to the Transit Center Park above. 
On the block bounded Beale, Main, and new extensions of Tehama 
and Clementina Streets, the Redevelopment Agency will build a new 

The Transit Center’s rooftop park is proposed to have space for a variety of 
activities , as well as provide habitat for local wildlife (Source: Pelli Clarke Pelli 
Architects)

Mission Square will become a grand entry plaza for the Transit Plaza (Source: 
Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects)
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The new public plaza on the corner of 2nd and Howard streets should incorporate architectural features that maintain a streetwall, 
as well as a vertical connection to the Transit Center Park.

MFO Park in Zurich, Switzerland is an example of an urban park that incorporates architectural elements similar to those desired at the 2nd and Howard street plaza  
(Source: www.bauarchiv.de; www.stadt-zuerich.ch)

1.1-acre Transbay Park once the Transit Center is operational. There 
are other ideas under consideration that the areas below the bus 
ramps serving the Transbay Transit Center could be improved with 
recreational amenities, such as sport courts or dog runs, to serve the 
neighborhood. 

To augment these spaces, this Plan proposes a new public plaza at 
the northeast corner of Howard and Second Streets. Measuring one 
half an acre, this plaza will connect the Transit Center Park with the 
public realm at street level and provide a southern gateway to the 
Transit Center.

oBjECTIvE 3.10
EnhAnCE ThE oPEn sPACE nETwoRK In ThE AREA To sERvE 
InCREAsInG nUMBERs oF woRKERs, REsIDEnTs, AnD 
vIsIToRs.

Policy 3.15
Create a new public plaza at the northeast corner of second 
and howard streets. 

A number of parcels on the northeast corner of Second and Howard 
must be acquired by the TJPA to construct the Downtown Train 
Extension. These parcels have a severely limited development 
potential because the train tunnel’s curvature and envelope below 
grade restricts the feasibility of construction above. As a result, the 
best possible use of the site is to create a new public space, designed 
to fit within the context of the historic district.

This open space has the capacity to be a major access point to 
the adjacent elevated Transit Center Park, as well as to provide a 
significant entry to the Transit Center itself. The central location of 
this space could accommodate a restaurant, retail or other uses, 
supported by both foot traffic from Second and Howard Streets, and 
transit and park users. Lastly, since train construction requires the 
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The Transit Center’s proposed rooftop park (Source: Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects)

demolition of on-site historic buildings, portions of these buildings 
could be reused as part of the new plaza design. 

The design of this space should incorporate the following features:

Provide a direct visual and pedestrian connection through the •	
site to the Transit Center building.

Include a highly-visible, signature vertical connection to •	
the Transit Center Park, possibly through a combination of 
elevators, escalators, ramps, or stairs.

Maintain the streetwall of the Conservation District along •	
Second and Howard streets through the use of vertical 
architectural features at the sidewalk edge.

Incorporate retail, or other active uses to enliven the plaza.•	

oBjECTIvE 3.11
EnhAnCE ACCEss AnD MAXIMIZE ThE vIsIBILITy oF 
ThE TRAnsIT CEnTER’s FUTURE RooFToP PARK FRoM 
ThE sURRoUnDInG nEIGhBoRhooDs, EsPECIALLy 
nEIGhBoRhooDs To ThE soUTh.

The Transit Center Park will be 70 feet above grade and will require 
several access points to maximize its visibility and active use. The 
Plan proposes a variety of means to connect to the park, including 
bridges from adjacent buildings. Other possible direct links to the 
park include a connection from the Howard and Second Plaza on the 
western end of the Transit Center, and a sky bridge from the eastern 
end.

Policy 3.16
Encourage the rooftop Transit Center Park to remain open 
from sunrise to sunset, seven days a week.

Policy 3.17
Permit buildings to satisfy open space requirements through 
direct connections to the Transit Center Park. 

Existing General Plan policy is to significantly discourage or prohibit 
any building connections (i.e. footbridges) over rights-of-way. 
This strong policy exists in order to preserve view corridors down 
streets—both major and minor streets—as they are major public 
assets, wayfinding devices, and defining characteristics of San 
Francisco. Only under limited and unique circumstances of overriding 
public benefit, where impacts to views and the streets below are 
demonstrably minimal, are such bridges considered acceptable. 

The alleys abutting the Transit Center—Minna and Natoma—
generally do not continue eastward of 1st and Fremont Streets 
respectively, and bus ramps already cross Natoma between 1st and 
2nd Streets. Connections to the Transit Center park from adjacent 
buildings fronting Minna and Natoma would therefore create 
minimal impact to view corridors and to the streets below, while 
providing significant public benefit in the form of public access and 
activation of the park.  

Buildings immediately along Minna and Natoma Streets opposite 
the Transit Center are encouraged to partially satisfy their Planning 
Code Section 138 publicly-accessible open space requirements by 
providing a direct pedestrian connection to the Transit Center Park. 
These connections, however, should be limited to select locations  
in order to minimize structures over alleyways. This Plan does not 
support such direct connections across the major streets in the 
District, as the value of direct connections to the Transit Center Park 
does not outweigh the value of protecting the visual axes of these 
streets.
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Vertical connections to the Transit Center Park are desirable to increase the 
park’s accessibility and visibility.
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Proposed locations to connect to the Transit Center’s rooftop park

Sky bridges that connect to the Transit Center Park from neighboring buildings 
must be publicly accessible, and have a maximum width of 30 feet.

To satisfy the intent of Section 138, these connections must meet 
minimum standards for public accessibility and functionality in the 
following manner: 

Be at the park level;•	

Be publicly accessible and connected appropriately to vertical •	
circulation;

Minimize structure width if crossing over Natoma or Minna •	
Streets;

Meet other technical specifications at the direction of the •	
TJPA;

Be publicly accessible from sunrise to sunset, and at all times •	
to residents if satisfying a residential open space requirement; 
and

Provide clear signage from a public way, indicating public •	
access to the Park.

Policy 3.18
Extend the Transit Center rooftop park along the new bus 
ramp, so that it connects to a future Bay Bridge bicycle and 
pedestrian pathway.

With a new Bay Bridge bicycle and pedestrian pathway currently 
underway to connect Oakland and Yerba Buena Island, the possibility 
of having a connection across the Bay to San Francisco is becoming 
closer to reality. If this is the case, the top deck of the Transit Center’s 
new bus ramps could serve as a potential route for continuation of a 
Bay Bridge Multi-Use Path, terminating at the rooftop Transit Center 
Park. Besides increasing regional access to the Transit Center Park, 
it would provide an attractive “landmark” embarkation and arrival 
point in downtown for pedestrian trips on the Bay Bridge. (See also 
Moving About Policy 4.38)DOW PLACE
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PRIvATELy- ownED PUBLIC oPEn 
sPACE

Section 138 of the Planning Code requires all new non-residential 
development projects to provide publicly-accessible space to meet 
growing needs for open space. Much of the existing open space now 
within the District is comprised of these privately-owned public open 
spaces, or “POPOS.” Many of these spaces are successful additions to 
the downtown open space network, but changing circumstances 
suggest that some changes to this approach in the Transit Center 
District would be beneficial:

The proposed Plan makes possible very large and dense •	
buildings, many on lots not much bigger than the footprints 
of the buildings themselves. It becomes physically impossible 
for some buildings to provide the Code required open space 
on-site.

An over-production of plazas adjacent to every large building •	
is beginning to erode the urban fabric. The public realm of the 
street, the “urban room,” should be framed by a consistent 
streetwall of buildings. It should occasionally be punctuated 
by open public spaces and public ways and not characterized 
by the pattern of alternating plazas and buildings.

Many of these privately-owned public spaces face a difficult •	
challenge to make them genuinely feel and function as “public,” 
thereby fulfilling the intent of the requirement. These spaces, 
many indoors or tucked behind, within, or on top of buildings, 
can be difficult to find, and their design and management 
limits their usefulness as true “public” spaces.

Modification to policies and regulations to offset these trends are 
outlined below. These policies and proposals are aimed at creating 
more flexibility in how private resources are used to meet open 
space requirements. It also seems clear that more attention to the 

The Plan Area is home to several POPOS. Shown: 101 Second Street 
(top), 555 Mission Street (bottom)

Use District
Ratio of Square Feet of Open Space to Gross Square 

Feet of Uses with Open Space Requirement

C-3-O 1:50

C-3-O (SD) 1:50

C-3-S 1:50
Source: SF Planning Code, Section 138, Open Space Requirements In C-3 Districts

Existing open space Requirements
The existing Planning Code requires on-site publicly-accessible 
open space for all non-residential uses. 

design and management of POPOS (i.e. more than just spaces for 
lunch) is warranted to evolve their usefulness and contribution to a 
growing and maturing downtown.

oBjECTIvE 3.12
EnsURE ThAT PRIvATE oPEn sPACE BoTh EnhAnCEs ThE 
PUBLIC oPEn sPACE nETwoRK AnD AChIEvEs ThE PLAn’s 
oPEn sPACE GoALs.

oBjECTIvE 3.13
PRovIDE FLEXIBILITy AnD ALTERnATIvEs To MEETInG oPEn 
sPACE REQUIREMEnTs ThAT AChIEvE ThE DIsTRICT’s oPEn 
sPACE vIsIon, AnD ThAT EnhAnCE AnD IMPRovE ACCEss To 
PLAnnED PUBLIC sPACE, PARTICULARLy ThE TRAnsIT CEnTER 
PARK.

Policy 3.19
Permit payment of an in-lieu fee as an alternative to fulfilling 
section 138 open space Requirements in C-3 Districts.

For the reasons discussed above, the Plan proposes to permit 
payment of an in-lieu fee to satisfy open space requirements on a 
case-by-case basis. These funds would be used for various public 
open space improvements, specifically the Second and Howard plaza 
and for additional public vertical connections to the Transit Center 
Park. The amount of the in-lieu fee will be commensurate with the 
equivalent costs of land, construction, and perpetual maintenance 
of such space in a downtown context. The in-lieu payment may 
be set in the range of $500-750 per square foot of required open 
space.

Policy 3.20
Permit and encourage buildings to satisfy open space 
requirements through direct connections across Minna and 
natoma streets to the Transit Center Park. 
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Private open spaces should have retail uses that have direct access to the 
open space. 

oBjECTIvE 3.15
PRovIDE PUBLICLy ACCEssIBLE AMEnITIEs In ThE DIsTRICT’s 
TALLEsT TowERs.

Policy 3.22
The Transit Tower should have a facility of public 
accommodation at a level no lower than 650 feet above grade 
that provides the general public the opportunity for views of 
the cityscape and Bay. 

The general public should have the ability to enjoy panoramic 
views from the tallest building in the city and region. With such 
an unparalleled and unique regional amenity, these towers enjoy 
a privilege that must be shared with the public, not just building 
tenants.

Such facilities may include observation decks, restaurants, bars, 
lobbies, or any space accessible to the general public, and which does 
not require an appointment or membership, but which may charge a 
nominal fee for entrance (to cover the costs of maintenance). Other 
tall buildings (greater than 600 feet high) are also encouraged to 
provide such amenities. 

Towers above 600 feet in height are encouraged to provide a publicly 
accessible viewing space.

oBjECTIvE 3.14
EnsURE ThAT InDooR oPEn sPACE FUnCTIons As PUBLIC 
sPACE InDEPEnDEnT oF ThE BUILDInG’s PRIMARy UsEs.

Policy 3.21
Design interior open spaces to have a distinct street presence 
separate from the building’s primary building entrance and 
lobby functions. 

Interior open spaces should adhere to the following design 
guidelines:

The primary grade of the open space should not be above or •	
below the sidewalk grade.

The open space should be open to the general public between •	
the hours of 6:00 am and 9:00 pm everyday. The open space 
area should have signs indicating that the public is welcome 
and the hours of closure, if applicable.

One or more permanently enclosed retail spaces should adjoin •	
and open directly onto the open space provided. Retail facilities 
should also be accessible from a public sidewalk our outdoor 
space not dependent on the accessibility of the interior public 
space. Carts, kiosks and movable retail businesses should be 
considered supplementary.

The space should be accessible through permeable building •	
openings without the need to open doors. Examples include 
sliding or folding panels that can be kept open. 



This Plan’s vision to support...growth and regional 
infrastructure, and to transform the districts streets into 
world class spaces that support public life, necessitate 
aggressive improvements to the transportation system 
and rights-of-way that encourage travel by non-auto 
modes.
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