
   
 

1 
 

 
 
To: San Francisco Planning; San Francisco Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development  
From: Enterprise Community Partners 
 
Date: April 18, 2025 
 
Re: Memo 3 – Best Practices for Supporting Affordable Housing in the Context of Rezoning Including 
“Missing Middle” Housing Strategies 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
In order to meet its Regional Housing Needs Allocation requirement of 82,069 new housing units by 
2031, San Francisco has committed to rezoning higher resource areas of the city to unlock land for more 
dense development.1 These neighborhoods have greater access to amenities and economic 
opportunities, meaning that affordable housing development in these neighborhoods are critical to 
advancing the city’s goal of affirmatively furthering fair housing.2 ￼3￼ Along with rezoning to allow more 
multifamily housing of all kinds, San Francisco will need strategies to acquire sites for subsidized 
affordable housing as part of its overall housing production strategy in higher resource areas.  
 
This memo focuses on the strategies that could help the city take advantage of existing and potential 
large sites for large scale affordable housing development and strategies that could help ease 
regulatory, financial, and time constraints to encourage new development of subsidized affordable 
housing, and, potentially, more affordable “missing middle” housing types on smaller sites. 
 
The neighborhoods that are set to be rezoned generally feature smaller lot sizes, but it is still important 
to specifically consider strategies for larger sites in these neighborhoods since these are the sites where 
it is easiest to build subsidized, multifamily affordable housing. Affordable housing developments on 
large sites are a key strategy for meeting RHNA targets and one in which the city has had success in the 
past. 
 
Larger multifamily development will likely be on commercial and transit corridors where large parcels 
tend to be located. Continued investment in making these projects feasible through strategies like 
utilizing public and faith-based lands and securing additional sites through acquisitions, as well as 
consider how to improve the process for merging parcels into bigger lots, is critical.  
 
It is important to note that multifamily development may be constrained in these neighborhoods since a 
significant portion of the planned rezoning will take place in parts of the city where, on average, lot sizes 
are smaller, housing is lower-density, and very little new development has taken place in recent 
decades due primarily to restrictive zoning). Therefore, the city should also consider strategies to 
encourage denser development on smaller lots, and there are models throughout the United States and 
even from other countries that are promising. Most parcels already have existing uses with occupied 

 
1 “Housing Element: Implementing Programs | San Francisco General Plan” (City of San Francisco, January 31, 2023), 
https://generalplan.sfplanning.org/I1_Housing_Implementing_Programs.htm#HOU_IMP_7-1. 
2  2025 CTCAC/HCD Opportunity Map (https://belonging.berkeley.edu/draft-2025-ctcachcd-opportunity-map) 
3  2025 CTCAC/HCD Opportunity Map (https://belonging.berkeley.edu/draft-2025-ctcachcd-opportunity-map) 
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single-family homes and duplexes, meaning the city should be conscious to mitigate direct 
displacement concerns associated with any potential redevelopment, particularly for tenants. 
 
Below are a set of recommendations on how the city could encourage development on both large- and 
small-scale lots in higher-resourced neighborhoods. Note that Strategies A-C are covered more 
extensively in additional memos on Affordable Housing Pipeline Management and Faith and Non-profit 
Owned Land.  
 
 
A. Public Land for Affordable Housing. Utilizing locally and state-owned land for affordable housing 

development is an efficient strategy that eliminates part or all of the cost of the land from the 
project budget and makes affordable housing more feasible. Funding that would otherwise be 
allocated to site acquisition can be used instead to cover predevelopment and construction costs. 
While the state Surplus Land Act and city Surplus Public Lands Ordinance both prioritize public land 
for affordable housing development, the city can work across enterprise departments, which are 
city agencies that earn revenue by charging fees for services such as the San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency, the Public Utilities Commission, etc., to prioritize land for affordable 
housing. This topic is discussed briefly below but is also explored in greater detail in Memo 1. 

 
B. Site Acquisition. Targeted site acquisition for affordable housing in rezoning areas focusing on high 

resource neighborhoods would contribute to the mandate to affirmatively further fair housing. This 
effort would ensure that new affordable housing developments are distributed evenly throughout 
the city and that residents have access to resource and amenity-rich areas. This topic is discussed 
briefly below but is also explored in greater detail in Memo 1. 

 
C. Faith and Non-profit Owned Land. Faith-based and non-profit organizations own a significant 

amount of land that could be utilized for affordable housing development. The city could support 
these developments with low-interest loans and subsidies through a dedicated faith-based 
development fund with funds from philanthropic organizations. The city could prioritize its funding 
through larger subsidies for faith-based affordable housing developments in the rezoned areas, 
especially high resource neighborhoods to advance equity goals. This topic is discussed briefly 
below but is also explored in greater detail in Memo 2. 

 
D. Pre-approved designs to expedite the permitting process. Designs that have been reviewed by 

city bodies in advance can then be offered to developers, who can work with the architect to apply 
them to their project and leverage an expedited permit process. Each design can be prepared for 
specific lot sizes, common topographic conditions, and zoning and overall reflects the City’s 
priorities for small-scale and larger multifamily development. These designs can be selected 
through a process that incorporates community feedback, to build support and involvement in the 
development process. Pre-approved designs benefit the city through reduced city staff time 
required per project review, and these designs also benefit the developer through a more 
predictable timeline for financing, lower holding costs, and lower design costs. 

 
E. Land assembly simplification and land subdivision streamlining. Making the land assembly 

process easier could expand the possibility of larger multifamily development in areas with small 
lots. Additionally, making land easier to subdivide into numerous parcels could make it easier to 
develop "missing middle” homeownership opportunities. This could help pave the way for more 
dense ownership models, such as condominiums, in many parts of the city.   
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F. Single stair buildings to increase unit density and financial feasibility on small sites. Stairway 
reform allows for taller buildings with more units to utilize a single stairway, single exit rather than 
two separate stairways. This would allow developers to build more units on small sites, reducing 
the cost of land per unit and helping improve financial feasibility, livability of more medium size 
multifamily buildings of 4 or more stories.4 

 
G. Antiparochi, or a “flats-for-land" strategy, that could help facilitate development on already 

occupied sites. In this limited partnership model, landowners “donate” or provide their land to 
developers to build multifamily housing in exchange for an agreed upon percentage share of the 
new development or a set number of units. Since developers do not pay for land or acquisition 
costs, it helps decrease total development cost and helps improve financial feasibility. 

 
Methodology 

 
Enterprise conducted a literature review of best practices and policy recommendations, and examples 
from existing programs and resources. Enterprise also conducted interviews with affordable housing 
developers, faith-based consultants, select city staff, and subject-matter experts who shared their 
experience and expertise on these issue areas. The memo references these interviews throughout, 
including through case studies. 
 

Strategies & Recommendations 
 

A. Public Land for Affordable Housing 
 
San Francisco already manages a significant amount of city-owned public land. These parcels are 
located throughout the city with some remaining vacant while most have various existing uses. Using 
public land for affordable housing can reduce the funding needed for site acquisition that could 
otherwise be used to fund pre-development and construction costs instead. Much affordable housing 
development in San Francisco is already built on publicly-owned land, which the city ground leases to 
developers at a low cost.  
 
San Francisco has the Surplus Public Lands Ordinance, passed in 2002 and amended by Measure K in 
2015, which prioritizes surplus and underutilized city-owned public land in the city for affordable 
housing. It requires all city departments and agencies to provide a list of properties that it occupies or 
controls to the City Administrator every year, which identifies any surplus or underutilized properties as 
part of its annual Surplus Property Report. MOHCD then evaluates the feasibility of each of these sites 
for affordable housing development, Surplus properties that are deemed feasible are then transferred 
to MOHCD, which would then issue RFQs to affordable housing developers. Properties not transferred 
to MOHCD, but sold for the development of 10 or more units must meet an affordability requirement of 
at least 33% affordable. 
   
California law also incentivizes cities to use publicly owned land for affordable housing through the 
Surplus Land Act (SLA) - 2019, which makes local public land no longer needed for government 
purposes available for affordable housing. It provides a right of first refusal for affordable housing 

 
4 The Affordable Housing Sites Analysis and Strategies Final Report includes additional recommendations on elevator size and code 
requirements that could improve project feasibility. These findings were published after this memo was completed. For more detail on 
elevator-related reforms, please refer to the Section 6 of the final report. 

https://www.hcd.ca.gov/planning-and-community-development/public-lands-affordable-housing-development
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developers to any identified surplus land under the Act. If multiple developers bid on a parcel, the SLA 
requires that jurisdictions choose the developer providing the deepest affordability. However, it is worth 
noting that jurisdictions are not required to sell public land for less than the fair market value. While it is 
common for jurisdictions to sell the land at below market prices to better facilitate affordable housing 
development, some cities or public agencies may for either practical or legal reasons to sell at the fair 
market value. This topic is explored in additional detail in Memo 1.  
 
1. Recommendation: Standardized Public Land Disposition Terms for Affordable Housing. San 

Francisco should standardize its public land disposition terms for affordable housing by working 
with enterprise agencies such as the Public Utilities Commission (PUC), the San Francsico 
Metropolitan Transportation Agency (SF MTA), and the San Francisco Unified School District 
(SFUSD) to coordinate the re-purposing of underutilized land for transfer to affordable housing or 
the addition of housing to existing facilities on underutilized sites. Currently, these agencies have 
their own land disposition processes, which makes it more difficult to develop.     

2. Recommendation: Surplus Public Transit Land for Affordable Housing. San Francisco should 
work with transit agencies operating within the city, such as SFMTA, BART, and Caltrain to advocate 
that they dedicate their developable surplus or underutilized local land towards affordable housing. 
This could apply to any acquired surplus land for future transit expansion construction, such as the 
case in the Seattle example with Sound Transit, or existing land made available in the future due to 
transit realignment, such as the Caltrain King Street Railyard. This could promote denser transit-
oriented developments in many parts of San Francisco, particularly in the west side where 
significant fixed-rail expansion is currently being planned.   

 

B. Site Acquisition 
 
 Strategic site acquisitions could help ensure that affordable housing can be more evenly distributed 
across the city and that rezoned areas are able to maintain affordability and housing access.   
 
San Francisco funds site acquisitions for affordable housing development, dependent on the availability 
of funding that includes this as an allowable use. In 2023, the Mayor’s Office of Housing and 
Community Development awarded $66.5 million for site acquisition and predevelopment across five 
new affordable housing developments. This NOFA was funded primarily by dollars from a $40M 
Certificates of Preference (COP) bond issuance, as well as other sources. The city has also directly 
acquired sites in recent years, such as 1515 South Van Ness, 730 Stanyan, and 1939 Market. The city 
then released Requests for Qualifications (RFQs) to select developers for the construction of 
permanently affordable housing on these sites. However, direct city acquisitions like these are limited 
in number and typically rely on the alignment of an acquisition opportunity and the need to spend down 
available funds under a certain timeframe, such is the case with federal Community Development 
Block Grant dollars.  
 
Affordable housing developers sometimes acquire sites on their own using other means of financing, 
typically through acquisition funds operated by community development financial institutions (CDFIs). 
In San Francisco, the Housing Accelerator Fund (HAF) provides loans to developers to acquire vacant or 
underutilized sites for the construction of new affordable housing. The capital that HAF can quickly 
deploy is conducive for purchasing sites from the private market, which acts on a much quicker timeline 
than public funds. The state’s Golden State Acquisition Fund (GSAF) provides flexible capital for the 
acquisition of vacant land or existing properties for affordable housing development. However, while 
these sources provide nimble acquisition financing, affordable housing developers would still need 
local funding to provide take-out financing for the site acquisition in most cases.  

https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/MOHCD%20Annual%20Progress%20Report%20FY2022-23.pdf
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/MOHCD%20Annual%20Progress%20Report%20FY2022-23.pdf
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-05/MOHCD%20Annual%20Progress%20Report%20FY2022-23.pdf
https://www.sfhaf.org/
https://golden/
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This topic is explored in greater detail in Memo 1. 

 
1. Recommendation: Targeted Site Acquisition. San Francisco should continue its targeted site 

acquisition program within neighborhoods with planned rezoning, especially if there is a lack of 
adequate public sites in those areas. Many of these same neighborhoods are also high or high 
resource areas, which would also support the city’s equity goal of affirmatively furthering fair 
housing. By utilizing existing resources such as sites analysis done as part of the Housing 
Element and Affordable Housing Sites Analysis and subsequent implementation and public 
land mapping efforts, and existing policies, the city could align an acquisition program with 
long-term housing goals and put greater emphasis on neighborhoods that have a low inventory 
of publicly owned land that could be developed for affordable housing. This would help ensure 
that future affordable housing development could be more evenly distributed across the city.  

 
2. Recommendation: Dedicated Funding. San Francisco should identify a dedicated funding 

source for direct site acquisitions in coordination with sustained funding to build the existing 
pipeline of affordable housing, or carve out a set-aide from numerous sources to support 
acquisitions. The city could review its existing permanent funding sources and explore if any of 
them could include a specific set-aside for site acquisitions. Another approach the city could 
explore is utilizing future housing bonds or other sources of local funds, such as its general fund 
to create set-asides for more targeted site acquisition. These set-asides could include 
guidelines that specify what type of sites (vacant, underutilized, etc.) can be acquired and the 
desired neighborhoods for these acquisitions for a more targeted approach. The scale of this 
acquisition funding should be scaled with the city’s ability to move its affordable housing 
pipeline based on funding availability, costs, and the number of existing developments awaiting 
funding. Even with a permanent source for site acquisition, this still needs to be coordinated 
with overall funding available to develop the sites already in the pipeline and the number of sites 
waiting to be built. Read more on these considerations in the Land Acquisition and Land 
Management of Memo 1. 
 

C. Faith and Non-profit Owned Land  
 
Faith-based organizations (FBOs) and non-profits own significant amounts of land and have historically  
shown themselves to be partners in affordable housing development as discussed extensively on the 
memo on affordable housing development on sites owned by FBOs and other nonprofit organizations. 
According to the Terner Center’s analysis, FBOs own an estimated 100 acres while non-profit higher 
education institutions own 180 acres of potentially developable land (parcels over 10,000 square feet) 
across San Francisco, which presents a significant opportunity for affordable housing land acquisition. 
 
The strategic location of these parcels could help advance key city policy goals, specifically advancing 
racial equity by affirmatively furthering fair housing. A sizeable proportion of these parcels are in high or 
highest resource areas5: over 42 percent for faith-owned land and nearly 35 percent for land owned by 
higher education institutions. These sites also have access to high-quality public transit, meaning 
development on these sites could present significant greenhouse gas emissions reduction potential 
and, possibly, improve competitiveness for state and federal funding programs. 
 

 
5 Based on the 2022 California Tax Credit Allocation Committee (TCAC) Opportunity Area Maps.  

https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Faith-Based-Housing-Updated-October-2023.pdf
https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/Faith-Based-Housing-Updated-October-2023.pdf
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Over time, San Francisco has seen several examples of faith-based affordable housing development 
and the memo on FBO affordable housing developments provides additional details on these examples.  
Existing efforts to promote this type of development across San Francisco have focused primarily on 
outreach, relationship building, and technical assistance. Most notably, for the past eight years, the San 
Francisco Interfaith Council (SFIC) has been building relationships and engaging congregations across 
the city who might be interested in building affordable housing. With funding from the San Francisco 
Foundation, SFIC works closely with DCG Strategies, a real estate consulting firm based in Walnut 
Creek, to provide education on what affordable housing development would entail, what it would mean 
and require from the faith-based organization and offer technical assistance to congregations that 
choose to pursue development.  
 
City agencies are also exploring ways to leverage faith-owned land and align them with the city’s 
affordable housing goals. The San Francisco Planning Department (SF Planning) is conducting parcel-
level analysis to identify sites that are prime for affordable housing development, especially large 
parcels that would allow for denser development that is competitive for state and federal funding 
programs. Furthermore, staff from SF Planning and the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community 
Development (MOHCD) have engaged with interested congregations to start building those 
relationships and participated in SFIC-organized training webinar in Spring 2023 to offer the City’s 
perspective on the development process 
 

1. Recommendation Dedicated Low-Cost Construction Financing. A dedicated faith-based 
development fund from philanthropic sources that provides low-interest loans and other 
subsidies can improve the financial viability of proposed affordable housing developments. 
Such a fund could be seeded by capital from philanthropy that are already engaged in 
supporting faith-based developments, such as the San Francisco Foundation and the 
philanthropic arms of the largest denominations in the city. Congregations could also pursue 
grassroots fundraising with their membership and associated networks to raise additional 
capital.   
 

D. Pre-Approved Designs 
 
San Francisco has thousands of nearly identical parcels across the city, typically between 2,500 to 
3,000 square feet, in residential districts. This is especially the case in the high resource areas that are 
targeted for rezoning. While these parcels might not necessarily be feasible for the typical density and 
scale required for affordable housing development, denser development on these sites present a 
significant opportunity to unlock more housing in areas of the city that have not seen much construction 
in recent decades. One strategy to leverage this unique feature of the city for housing is through pre-
approved designs for these types of “missing middle” housing.   
 
Pre-approved designs can help keep costs down and lower the barrier to entry for smaller developers 
and architects. This strategy can make more feasible, faster projects while meeting RHNA targets. Pre-
designed architecture and construction plans which meet building code and zoning requirements could 
serve as an opportunity to decrease permitting timelines significantly for certain project types. A catalog 
featuring a collection of designs from different architects that have been reviewed by city bodies in 
advance can then be offered to developers, with an expedited review process. Each design can be 
prepared for a certain lot size, zoning, and building typology and can reflect the priorities of the city. 
These typologies could span the spectrum from smaller multifamily buildings in smaller lots to large 
scale multifamily developments more compatible for affordable housing buildings.   
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Developers in San Francisco have pointed to lengthy approval times, non-standardized review, unclear 
processes, and lack of coordination between reviewing agencies as significant challenges to getting 
projects off the ground in the city.6 Streamlining under Senate Bill (SB) 35/SB 423, along with a suite of 
other streamlining tools passed at the state level in recent years, is helping address these issues. San 
Francisco is already making efforts to streamline the permitting process7, and can continue to employ 
several strategies to further accelerate the process. San Francisco has also recently published its 
Design Standards in October 2024, which should contribute to a more objective city review process, 
clarify design expectations with developers and architects, and save review time by preventing 
confusion and miscommunications. These standards can be used as a starting place for the pre-
approved designs as well. 
 
Costs. A pre-approved design model would help lower pre-development costs for developers. Due to 
the time savings of an over-the-counter permit application process, there are significant potential 
savings in financing costs and holding costs. A streamlined process with pre-approved designs would 
also limit the need for exceptions or variances which can result in costly appeals, especially for 
affordable housing development. Since much of the design work has already been completed, there are 
also potential savings in design costs. 
 
Prioritization. By determining which designs to pre-approve, the city can be strategic about which types 
of development it wants to encourage and can plan for developments in different contexts. An example 
of this could be a pre-approved design on the narrow lots on the west side of the city, which could utilize 
a single stair design (described in further detail in the section on Single-Stair Buildings) and increased 
density. San Francisco has very consistently sized parcels especially on the west side where much of 
the upzoning will be taking place. This makes a pre-approved design strategy particularly applicable, as 
designs can be planned for the exact dimensions of those common parcels. 
 
Design Quality. By working with the architect and going through the design process, a pre-approved 
design strategy ensures quality design that meets the city’s standards while also maintaining cost 
effectiveness. Specific plans can be designed to be in-keeping with the San Francisco character and 
typologies. The city of South Bend, IN published a series of pre-approved designs for different building 
typologies which will be described further in a case study later in this memo. In their plans, offering two 
or three different exterior looks achieved through small adjustments allows for architectural interest 
and diversity between buildings. While in a city as diverse as San Francisco, there will likely need to be 
more architectural styles and facade options, this is a critical step toward alleviating concerns from 
neighbors about new developments disrupting the design character of the neighborhood. 
 
Staff Time. While an expedited affordable housing permitting program will likely require additional staff 
time, or at least increase permit review timelines for other project types, pre-approved designs take the 
burden off the city to meet permitting timelines. Because all departments have already reviewed and 
approved of the design drawings, applicants can submit plans and get approval with less additional 
review on behalf of the city. Pre-approved designs can thus ease capacity restraints for city 
departments. This builds on San Francisco’s recently published Design Standards to increase 
objectivity in the review process and allows for more city staff effort to concentrate on other project 
types and will accelerate review time of those projects.  

 
6 Carolina Reid and Hayley Raetz, “Perspectives: Practitioners Weigh in on Drivers of Rising Housing Construction Costs in San 
Francisco” (Terner Center for Housing Innovation, n.d.), https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2020/08/San_Francisco_Construction_Cost_Brief_-_Terner_Center_January_2018.pdf. 
7 Judson True, “One City: A Housing for All Action Plan” (Office of Mayor London N. Breed, June 30, 2023), 
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2023-
06/One%20City%20Action%20Plan.062023.Final_.pdf#:~:text=One%20City:%20A%20Housing%20for%20All%20Action%20Plan%20de
scribes%20key. 
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Developer Capacity. One issue for the development of pre-approved designs for smaller parcels with 
fewer units is that large scale developers don’t want to allocate staff time and capacity to small 
projects. While this potentially poses a challenge to getting these smaller typologies built, it also 
presents an opportunity to focus on organizations like Habitat for Humanity and smaller or emerging 
developers who can execute these smaller-scale projects. These developers are generally less likely to 
be able to afford expediters to shepherd their project through the permitting process, and so an 
expedited process would offer a significant appeal. Smaller developers are less likely to have the funds 
to afford long holding periods on sites while projects go through extensive permitting timelines. 
Community-based and emerging developers may also able to take advantage of specific fundings set-
asides for affordable housing. The pre-approved designs and streamlined permitting process could 
attract developers to do work in San Francisco that may have otherwise be deterred by significant 
permitting challenges. 
 

Case Studies 
 
Portland, Oregon 
In 2004, the city of Portland instituted the Living Smart Program, which featured a series of pre-
approved designs for houses on narrow lots. The program was born in response to a backlash against 
the construction of poorly designed narrow single-family homes on skinny lots, which were providing 
affordable housing and increased density but did not fit with the architectural styles of the 
neighborhood. The city instituted this strategy to continue the construction of these homes which 
were helping meet housing production goals, but to standardize the designs while avoiding 
“architecturally questionable”8 buildings and matching the neighborhood character.  
 
The city hosted a design competition and selected two of the winners to develop pre-approved plans 
based on their designs. This effort included amending the zoning code to allow for these designs, 
including an off-street parking exemption. The city contracted with the winning designers and 
produced permit-ready designs that developers can use for free when they purchase a building 
permit for an eligible site. These designs then go through a Fast Track program in which housing 
permits are provided within 10 business days of application submission. Permitting fees are 
discounted to reflect the minimal effort required for review. The exterior must remain unchanged 
without triggering a full permit review process, but interior changes can take place with architect 
approval. 
 
These designs were intended for narrow Portland lots of 25-36 feet wide and 100 feet deep, which 
closely matches the typology of many San Francisco lots. Portland serves as a strong comparison to 
San Francisco due to its lot sizes, hilly topography particularly in the West Hills area, and its desire to 
increase housing production and density while responding to potential neighborhood concerns.  
 
South Bend, Indiana 
 
In 2022, the city of South Bend, IN published a document of pre-approved plans of different housing 
types for their different zoning districts.9 This work built off a 2019 rezoning effort to increase density 
and improve housing quality in the city. The pre-approved designs range from two-bedroom single 

 
8 “Portland, Oregon: Living Smart Program,” HUD USER, accessed October 28, 2024, 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/casestudies/study_101711_1.html. 
9 “South Bend Neighborhood Infill: Pre-Approved, Ready-to Build Housing” (City of South Bend, n.d.), https://southbendin.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2023/06/SBBT_Catalog_23-0506-lowres.pdf. 
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family homes to six-plexes. They are intended to fit the context of South Bend, meeting common 
zoning requirements, lot types, construction practices, and market factors. 
 
The designs include three different design options which were selected to match the look and scale 
of South Bend neighborhoods, while still cost effective in material choice and architectural 
elements. Some design variations are allowed including the quantity and placements of windows, 
exterior colors, and materials. There are additional options for expansion and adaptation.  
 
The application review and approval take place within two business days. While South Bend is a 
much less dense city as compared to San Francisco, it still offers a relevant model. South Bend’s 
pre-approved designs for multi-unit buildings, and opportunities for variance in design while still 
meeting pre-approval requirements can serve as an example for San Francisco.  
 
Hawaii 
 
The state of Hawaii has had a process for design pre-approval since 2016.10 Unlike South Bend and 
Portland who selected the pre-approved designs for use by any interested party, in Hawaii the state 
did not create any pre-approved designs. Instead, a builder can apply for a design pre-approval 
similar to any building permit, and if the design is pre-approved they can continue to utilize that 
design for future projects through an expedited process. This used to apply only to single family 
homes, but the ordinance was amended this year to allow for multifamily projects of any size to go 
through this process.  
 
Because individual builders can apply for design pre-approval, pre-approved designs are not 
available to the public. Instead, ownership remains with the builder, and to utilize those designs one 
must hire and work with the builder who owns that design. While this strategy has the benefit of 
bearing the burden of the design work on private builders rather than the government, the effect is a 
far less democratized pre-approval process in which only a few large builders are able to take 
advantage of the cost and schedule savings. In a city like San Franisco which wants to encourage 
anyone and everyone to increase density and build more affordable housing, a publicly available 
series of pre-approved designs akin to the Portland or South Bend models is preferable. 

 
1. Recommendation: Pre-Approved Multifamily Design. San Francisco should consider 

developing a catalog of prototype building designs by different architects at different scales to 
align with proposed rezoning densities. Developers can then hire the architect to execute the 
design on their site. These plans can be assembled both for affordable projects and for mixed-
income developments. One model can incorporate single stair design on narrow 25-foot lots, 
which currently pose challenges for design and feasibility. This typology can encourage the 
construction of “missing middle” housing. Another model could provide a design for a taller 
building with retail below for upzoned arterial streets. 

 
Pairing the development of pre-designs with the rezoning  will allow for developers to take 
advantage of this streamlined process immediately and take advantage of the Temporary Fee 
Reduction Program. This accelerated timeline will help get projects in the pipeline and meet 
RHNA targets. 

 

 
10 Heather Kimball, “Ordinance Ammending Chapter 5, Article 1, Article 4, and Article 7 of the Hawaii County Code 1983 (2016 Edition, 
as Amended), Relating to Pre-Approved Plans for Residential Dwellings,” Bill No. 152 § (2024), 
https://records.hawaiicounty.gov/WebLink/DocView.aspx?dbid=0&id=1075401&page=1&cr=1. 
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There is also an opportunity for a pre-approved design of a larger project that could be eligible 
for LIHTC that can fit on smaller parcels. The city can look to recent developments as easily 
replicable models.  For example, the Tahanan project could also serve as a model for a larger 
scale permanent supportive housing development with 145 studio units and community 
services on the ground floor.11 This project also utilized modular construction which shortened 
the construction period by 30%, providing additional savings for developers.12 A similar design 
is already being utilized for the 1633 Valencia Street project by the same developer and 
architect. If sites in an area are too small to fit a larger project, the city could explore a strategy 
for a developer to develop multiple smaller pre-approved projects. San Francisco could serve a 
coordinator role in this instance in partnership with developer partners.   

 
2. Recommendation: Customization. Consistent lot sizes in certain parts of the city make 

preapproved designs a practical choice. However, significant topographic variation across sites 
could pose a challenge to a standardized design. While the building design itself can be pre-
approved, the foundation would need to respond to the soil type and site slope of the individual 
property, making the limited to relatively flat sites. The city could also explore opportunities for 
customization when dealing with steep or difficult sites. This could include a pre-application 
meeting with the city to determine the feasibility of certain parcels, and a prepared list of 
possible adjustments to the design to meet different site needs. The opportunity to customize 
would allow a developer to still go through an expedited process but with some additional 
design effort to customize the design to the specific site characteristics. The city could also 
explore pre-designing a strategy for a steep site, which could then be applied to some of the 
more difficult parcels. 

 
Another opportunity for customization that the city should employ is the possibility of different 
architectural details, facades, and suggested color palettes, as South Bend offers. This 
customization will allow for buildings to each have a unique look, while still fitting in with the 
surrounding neighborhood context. 

 
3. Recommendation: Community Design Challenge. To ensure quality designs and community 

support, San Francisco should consider following Portland’s lead and hold a community design 
challenge. Allowing residents to vote on designs can provide a fun opportunity for community 
input and redefine the narrative around upzoning. Another option could be selecting architects 
to partner with for the pre-approved designs and then going through a series of design charettes 
with residents to develop and finalize the designs. This is particularly important as community 
opposition is a significant issue to the construction of affordable housing, particularly in some 
of the west side neighborhoods which will be upzoned.13  

 
A good starting place for the pre-approved designs in San Francisco could be the American 
Institute of Architects San Francisco Housing+ San Francisco 2050 Design Competition. This 
contest tasked designers with creating plans for multi-unit buildings in the Sunset District, with 
the overall goal of increasing density to achieve the city’s Housing Element targets. The winning 
design, Sunset Steps by architect West of West, provided 10 units on a typical narrow Sunset 
neighborhood lot with a unique architectural design and a stepped massing strategy to better 

 
11 “Tahanan,” Mercy Housing, accessed October 28, 2024, https://www.mercyhousing.org/california/tahanan/. 
12 “Tahanan Supportive Housing | David Baker Architects,” David Baker Architects, accessed October 28, 2024, 
https://www.dbarchitect.com/projects/tahanan-supportive-housing. 
13 Adam Shanks, “Housing: The Issue Roiling San Francisco’s Sunset District,” San Francisco Examiner, August 11, 2023, 
https://www.sfexaminer.com/news/housing-the-issue-roiling-san-franciscos-sunset-district/article_3c1bd46a-f3f5-11ec-9b03-
fff825a383e3.html. 
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match the scale of the neighborhood. Innovative projects like the Sunset Steps, and other 
finalists in the competition could serve as a jumping off point for developing these pre-approved 
designs. 

 
4. Recommendation: Tracking. If this is implemented, it will be important to track the number of 

pre-approved projects permitted, and the permit approval timeline for those projects. It would 
also be advantageous to collect data from developers on how the pre-approved design impacts 
development cost, and which parcel types are being utilized. Internally tracking how the pre-
approved design model is impacting overall permit review times will confirm whether the 
strategy is freeing up reviewer time to focus on expediting other more complicated projects. 
This monitoring strategy could be combined with other planned monitoring of the city’s rezoning 
effort. 

 
5. Recommendation: Permit Streamlining. San Francisco should continue its efforts to 

streamline the permit review process for pre-approved designs. This work takes place on 
various levels and across departments. In all of the case studies, developers applying for 
permits with a pre-approved design can utilize an over-the-counter process and receive their 
permits within a couple of days to two weeks. It is important to note that in the case study cities 
most projects were on a smaller scale, and so it would be prudent for San Francisco to set 
different targets for large multi-unit developments that are more complex than for smaller 
projects. By having each relevant department review and approve the designs in advance, there 
shouldn’t be the need for significant additional review as long as the project adheres to the pre-
approved plans. There would still need to be foundation review as that design would be more 
specific to each project site. This process would require extensive collaboration between the 
Planning Department, the Department of Building Inspection, the Fire Department, the Public 
Utilities Commission, and others. Depending on the level of customization that the city wants to 
allow for, there could be more or less review necessary. One option could be having a dedicated 
staff member who is familiar with the pre-approved designs to conduct all reviews. It is also 
worth noting that these projects would likely be entitled for streamlining under SB 423, as well 
as local streamlining in high resource areas adopted by the City in 2023.  

 
E. Land Assembly and Subdivision 
 
Land assembly is the practice of merging multiple smaller parcels to create a larger parcel of land 
suited for development. Affordable rental housing developments typically require large parcels of land 
that can accommodate units at scale to be financially feasible. For example, the Mayor’s Office of 
Housing and Community Development typically requires a minimum lot size of 10,000 square feet for 
affordable housing development based on the economy of scale required to support financially feasible 
project due to current economic conditions. While rezoning would increase allowable density in San 
Francisco’s predominantly single-family home neighborhoods, these small parcels, typically between 
2,500 to 3,000 square feet, fall well under this 10,000 square foot threshold.  
 
On the other hand, land subdivision is the process of turning a parcel of land into smaller parcels, often 
geared towards projects meant for ownership as opposed to rentals. This could apply to projects that 
require a lot split to create two independent parcels or the creation of condominiums or other vertical 
ownership structures. These types of projects foster more affordable homeownership options while 
also opening opportunities for subsidized ownership models.  
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Building more affordable rental housing in these neighborhoods beyond large opportunity sites already 
identified by the city would require the merger of two or more parcels to create a lot that is more 
suitable for affordable housing development. Site acquisition of adjacent parcels is a prerequisite for 
land assembly and this process is contingent on negotiations between the property owner and the 
affordable housing developer. However, making the land assembly process easier once the adjacent 
sites are acquired could help improve development timelines and ease cost. For affordable 
homeownership, making land easier to subdivide into numerous parcels could make it easier to develop 
"missing middle” homeownership opportunities. This could help pave the way for denser ownership 
models, such as condominiums, in many parts of the city.  
 

1. Recommendation: Simplified and Streamlined Land Merger Process. San Francisco should 
explore how it could further simplify and streamline its land merger process to support the 
development of rental housing developments. This could include imposing stricter application 
review timelines and exploring potential amendments to the Subdivision Map Act, which 
oversees land mergers and subdivisions in California. Land merger is a highly specialized and 
complex process; however, it currently does not pose as a barrier for large affordable housing 
developers who already have quite a bit of experience with this. Most of these developers also 
have permit consultants that can assist them with the process. However, this could present a 
barrier for new or emerging developers who either do not have the experience, nor the resources 
for a permit consultant to help them with the process.   
 

2. Recommendation: Promote Senate Bill (SB) 1123 Streamlining. San Francisco should 
promote the use of SB 1123 streamlining, which grants ministerial approval for the subdivision 
of a parcel map up to ten units and allows for the ministerial approval of housing developments 
on these sites. This circumvents portions of the California Environmental Quality Act, which can 
delay the approval of a project. This streamlining tool encourages the construction of housing 
developments meant for ownership, such as condominiums, housing cooperatives, or 
ownership by a community land trust. While this tool could be used by all types of ownership 
projects, regardless of income targets, this streamlining could support the development of 
affordable homeownership projects, such as those typically built by Habitat for Humanity and 
community land trusts. San Francisco could also advocate to expand the scope of this 
streamlining tool beyond ten units, which would encourage more medium density ownership 
projects.  
 

F. Single-Stair Buildings 
 
California building code requires two staircases on all buildings over three stories. This is common 
across the United States, but rare outside of North America. In the 19th century, the United States 
diverged from Europe in its fire strategy by requiring double egress on all residential buildings over two 
stories rather than prioritizing fire-resistant material selection and, more recently, with the use of 
sprinklers. The effectiveness of this strategy is not compelling as most countries in Europe have fewer 
fire-caused deaths than the United States.14 Allowing for single staircases above three stories could 
unlock greater unit density and help facilitate denser development on smaller parcels. It’s worth noting 
that this strategy is likely to be more relevant for “missing middle” or small to medium multifamily 
housing, which tends to be distinct from the typical affordable housing development due to the required 
density for financial feasibility. 
 

 
14 Alex Armlovich, “Exit Strategy: The Case for Single-Stair Egress | Architectural Record,” Architectural Record, May 9, 2024, 
https://www.architecturalrecord.com/articles/16880-exit-strategy-the-case-for-single-stair-egress. 
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Many parcels that will be rezoned in San Francisco are just 25 feet by 100 feet, where a two-staircase 
design is cost-prohibitive as it takes up valuable square footage that could increase unit size and 
increases costs. Even with larger 50-foot-wide lots, it is still challenging to accommodate two 
staircases. The majority of the proposed rezoned parcels15 would allow for 6-8 story developments, 
which poses a financial feasibility challenge for affordable housing development on small parcels in the 
current financial and regulatory climate. To avoid building the second staircase, developers are stuck 
with three story buildings on small lots with a maximum of 5 units which are not financially feasible. The 
alternative, land assembly — purchasing and combining multiple adjacent lots — is very difficult to 
achieve and can increase costs by 40%.16 However, by requiring only one staircase in these buildings, 
development may become feasible as more square footage is unlocked on each floor for additional 
living space or even more total units. 
 
The State of California is already exploring this option through the passage of Assembly Bill (AB) 835 in 
202317, which directed the Fire Marshall to research and report on the efficacy of single stair multistory 
buildings. Many other states are also reconsidering this as an outdated policy because of its stifling 
effect on architectural variety and development and lacking evidence of increased safety.18 Instead, 
states want to adjust their building codes to align better with global standards for safety and 
accessibility. 
 
Zoning alone will not be effective in increasing development on many of these upzoned sites. Stairway 
reform allows for taller buildings with more units to utilize a single stairway, single exit rather than two 
separate stairways. This change to the building code is often accompanied by new height limits, a 
maximum number of units per floor, requirements for sprinklers in all units, and a maximum travel 
distance from the stairway to the unit entry. 
 
Feasibility. By removing the second staircase requirement for buildings up to six stories, it becomes 
feasible to build a 12-unit building on a 25-foot lot (with 2 units per floor across six floors), and up to a 
24-unit building on a 50-foot lot (with 4 units per floor across 6 floors. This is critical in San Francisco 
where available vacant land is minimal, and small lot sizes dominate. Developers save money from a 
lower cost per square foot of living space, and less money is spent on the construction of circulation 
space and stairs. More square footage can be utilized as living space rather than circulation, which 
brings more income to the property and can even result in additional unit or bedroom capacity which in 
turn brings more value to the project. With a single stair model, eight units can now be construction on 
an existing three-unit property, parking lot, or commercial lot.19 This brings the cost of land per unit 
down to a feasible amount. 
 
Unit Quality. Two stair buildings on narrow sites result in lower quality units with less light, space, and 
an overall narrower unit.20 A dual-stair design often necessitates a double-loaded corridor- a hallway 
with units on either side- which presents an inefficient use of space in small buildings. Removing the 
second stair allows for brighter, more spacious units with better air flow. Utilizing a central staircase 

 
15 “Expanding Housing Choice (Housing Element Zoning Program),” San Francisco Planning, accessed October 28, 2024, 
https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/6e0e399f9c82456dbda233eacebc433d/. 
16 Leah Brooks and Byron Lutz, “From Today’s City to Tomorrow’s City: An Empirical Investigation of Urban Land Assembly,” American 
Economic Journal: Economic Policy 8, no. 3 (August 1, 2016): 69–105, https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.20130399. 
17 “AB-835 State Fire Marshal: Building Standards: Single-Exit, Single Stairway Apartment Houses: Report.,” Assembly Bill No. 835 § 
Chapter 345 (2023), https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB835. 
18 “Single-Stair Reform Efforts across North America,” Center for Building in North America, accessed October 28, 2024, 
https://www.centerforbuilding.org/singlestair-tracker. 
19 Mark Hogan, “Single Stair Buildings for San Francisco: The Key to Building Small Scale Infill Housing,” OpenScope Studio (blog), 
September 17, 2024, https://openscopestudio.com/single-stair-buildings-for-san-francisco-the-key-to-building-small-scale-infill-
housing/. 
20 Hogan. 
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instead of a second exterior staircase frees up wall space that can feature windows, allowing for more 
natural light to enter the building. Unit depth is minimized, resulting in a better use of space and a more 
pleasant living experience. The removal of the second stair also minimizes circulation space, allowing 
for larger units with more bedrooms, which is a necessary form of housing for large families. These 
larger units can aid in combatting overcrowding which is most common with lower-income 
households.21 
 
Safety. The prevalence of small unit sizes in new construction buildings results in families living in older 
housing stock without sprinklers.22 Sprinklers are a major predictor of safety. The civilian death rate is 
eight times higher in homes without sprinklers, and those homes account for approximately 99% civilian 
home fire deaths.23 Contrary to popular belief in the United States, single stair buildings are not 
inherently dangerous, and that is why most of the rest of the world has allowed such buildings for 
decades. Single stair buildings that are fully sprinklered and have short exit distances are very safe for 
residents.24 Height limits on single stair buildings ensure that the top floors are accessible by fire 
ladder. 
 

Case Study: Seattle 
 
Context. Seattle serves as a comparable city to San Francisco due to its earthquake risk, topography, 
and dense neighborhoods with small lot sizes. Seattle has had more accommodating regulation for 
single stair buildings than the rest of the country since the 1970s. Since the 1980s, single stair 
buildings were capped at six stories, and four units per floor. While this opportunity has been 
available in Seattle’s building code for 40 years, it has been largely underutilized until the last decade 
where it has gained popularity, particularly as rezoning for greater density has allowed for denser 
development on small sites.25 A bill to expand the single stair building code throughout the state, SB 
5491, was passed in 2023, and will appear in the updated state building code in 2026.26  
 
Building Code. Seattle’s building code permits single exits in multifamily residential buildings under 
the following circumstances: a maximum of four dwelling units per floor, and a maximum of six 
stories above grade. No more than two single exit stairway conditions are permitted on the same 
property. A maximum travel distance of 20 feet is permitted between the stairway and each unit 
door. The stairway must be pressurized, and the building must have an automatic fire sprinkler 
system. No safety issues have resulted from single stair buildings in Seattle after decades of such a 
policy.27 
 
100% Affordable Project Example. Olympic Ridge is a single stair, 100% affordable housing project 
for home ownership currently under construction in Seattle with expected completion in 2025. It is 
being developed by Habitat for Humanity, and features 17 units of studios, 1-bedrooms, and 2-
bedrooms. The building is five stories (including one basement level) and is located in the amenity 
rich and transit-oriented Capitol Hill neighborhood. The property is reserved for households earning 

 
21 “Overcrowding in the Bay Area: Where the Housing Crisis Meets COVID-19 - San Francisco Fed,” Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco (blog), June 30, 2020, https://www.frbsf.org/research-and-insights/blog/sf-fed-blog/2020/06/30/overcrowding-in-the-bay-
area-where-the-housing-crisis-meets-covid-19/. 
22 Michael Eliason, “Unlocking Development with Point Access Blocks” (Larch Lab, January 2023), https://www.larchlab.com/wp-
content/uploads/2023/01/Larch-Lab-PAB_Policy-Brief.pdf. 
23 Alex Lee, “AB 835,” Pub. L. No. 835 (2023), https://cayimby.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Single-Stair-Fact-Sheet.docx-1.pdf. 
24 Lee. 
25 “Seattle — The Second Egress: Building a Code Change,” Second Egress, accessed October 28, 2024, 
https://secondegress.ca/Seattle. 
26 Salomon et al., “SB 5491” (2023), https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=5491&Year=2023. 
27 Hogan, “Single Stair Buildings for San Francisco.” 
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less than 80% of the Area Median Income, with units costing between the high one hundred 
thousand and low three hundred thousand dollars. Monthly payments will be between $1,470 and 
$3,300. The building features indoor bike parking, no vehicle parking, one staircase, and no elevator. 
Measuring 25 feet by 90 feet, this building serves as an example of what can be accomplished on a 
very small lot with a building code that allows for single stair multi-story buildings.  
 
While the single stair building code made a building of this size with 17 units possible, it is also 
Seattle’s significant financing of affordable housing and permit expedition process that allows for 
affordable housing of this size to be built. Habitat was able to utilize significant city funding for 
affordable housing from a $970 million housing levy passed in 2023. Seattle also charges very low 
permit fees and has an expedited permit review process for affordable housing. 
 

 
1. Recommendation: Code Update and Reform. Infill and densification in San Francisco’s low-rise 

neighborhoods is necessary for the city to meet its housing production goals. To aid in this process, 
the City of San Francisco should allow for single stair buildings of up to six stories with four units per 
floor. This change can be made through a bulletin from the Department of Building Inspection and 
San Francisco Fire Department establishing code equivalencies for this building type. This will allow 
the city to kickstart the development of these upzoned parcels without waiting for the next code 
cycle. This change in isolation may make market rate development feasible on smaller lots, but 
additional changes are likely necessary to make 100% affordable housing development pencil.28 

 
2. Recommendation: Pre-approved Designs. One possible approach that would improve permitting 

timelines and lower soft costs is implementing pre-approved designs for single stair multifamily 
buildings on different lot sizes. Developers could purchase land, use a pre-approved design, and 
apply for permits over the counter. This would encourage development of this new building typology 
by making it more accessible. An important consideration for this solution is the irregularity of San 
Francisco lot topography. A pre-approved design would not work for all parcels but providing the 
opportunity to make small adjustments to the design and still go through an expedited process 
could be worthwhile. Beyond pre-approved designs, any streamlining of the approval process for 
these smaller buildings would decrease costs and increase feasibility. Since smaller lots will result 
in smaller projects even with upzoning and increased square footage availability from a single stair 
code change, it will require many buildings to be permitted and constructed in a short time period to 
make a dent in the city’s housing goals. This requires a modification of the permitting process to 
decrease time and cost for these smaller buildings.  

 
3. Recommendation: Prefab Construction. Prefabricated and modular construction methods are 

emerging as a potential strategy to lower costs and speed up construction timelines. Prefab 
construction can take place offsite while sitework takes place, and mechanization can save on 
labor costs. These savings can result in construction costs that are 20% cheaper than traditional 
building methods for buildings of three to four stories.29 However, this is still a very new technology 
with its own risks, and the effectiveness of this strategy is very context dependent. Additionally, 
when considering prefab construction for affordable housing, union labor requirements can pose a 
challenge.  If the city were to move forward with this strategy, there would need to be substantial 

 
28 A noted in a previous footnote in the in the introduction, the Affordable Housing Sites Analysis and Strategies Final Report includes 
additional recommendations on elevator size and code requirements that could improve project feasibility. These findings were 
published after this memo was completed. For more detail on elevator-related reforms, please refer to Section 6 of the final report. 
29 Carol Galante, Sara Draper-Zivetz, and Allie Stein, “Building Affordability by Building Affordably: Exploring the Benefits, Barriers, and 
Breakthroughs Needed to Scale Off-Site Multifamily Construction” (Terner Center for Housing Innovation, March 2017), 
https://ternercenter.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/offsite_construction.pdf. 
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investment in increasing capacity of factory-built housing, to accommodate. When paired with a 
pre-approved single stair design, modular and prefabricated construction offers the possibility of 
pre-approved, quickly built and affordable housing on these small lots. 

 
4. Recommendation: Publicity and Coordination. If these changes are made, it is important to 

engage in outreach and share the updates with developers and landowners in San Francisco. 
Developers have shared that it is already very confusing what properties are subject to which 
requirements and so any change to the building code should be communicated widely. Working 
with developers to understand the benefits of the single-stair model and the impact of project 
feasibility is crucial for ensuring these very specific and bureaucratic changes have an impact. This 
also includes specifically working with affordable housing developers to encourage affordable 
development on these newly upzoned lots and give lower income residents access to the amenities 
such as transit, parks and recreation facilities, and other resources present in the west side of the 
city. 

 
G. Antiparochi 
 
San Francisco has limited availability of vacant land as most of the parcels in the city already have 
existing uses. While predominantly single-family neighborhoods have significant housing potential with 
increased zoning capacity, it can be challenging to fully realize this potential due to existing uses. 
Purchasing single-family homes to redevelop them into affordable housing would be prohibitively 
expensive and could easily make development, especially affordable housing, financially infeasible. 
This could lead to the displacement of existing tenants who occupy these homes, posing significant 
equity concerns. Additionally, older homeowners are often forced to choose between downsizing to a 
more accessible home and staying in their neighborhood where their support system and resources are 
located. Selling their owner-occupied home could be forfeiting their ability to age-in-place. However, a 
development model exists that accounts for these concerns while providing a path for greater housing 
densities in currently low-density neighborhoods.  
 
Antiparochi is a system of “flats-for-land" exchange in Athens that allowed the city to densify quickly 
during the middle of the 20th century to accommodate the post-war housing demand. It is a mutually 
beneficial agreement that allowed the capital to build dense housing with little to no public subsidy. In 
this model, landowners “donate” or provide their land to developers to build multifamily housing in 
exchange for an agreed upon percentage share of the new development or a set number of units. Since 
developers do not pay for land or acquisition costs, it helps decrease total development cost and helps 
improve financial feasibility. 
 
Applying the antiparochi model to San Francisco’s single-family neighborhoods could help unlock 
significant housing potential for the city and its residents, especially once these neighborhoods are 
rezoned for much higher densities. A homeowner or a group of homeowners in adjacent single-family 
homes could enter into a joint development or limited partnership agreement with an affordable 
housing developer to provide their land or sell it at a below market price in exchange for condominium 
units in the new development. This mutually beneficial arrangement could open parcels of land to 
development in the city’s least dense neighborhoods that have not seen significant housing 
development in the past decades While temporary relocation of existing residents would be necessary 
during construction in the short-term, the strategy would allow existing residents to remain in their 
community in the long-term. This anti-displacement aspect embedded in the model also makes it 
easier to make the case for higher housing densities from a community outreach and engagement 
standpoint.  
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In many ways, faith-based developments serve as a precedent for this model, sharing many parallels to 
the antiparochi arrangement. For these types of partnerships, faith-based organizations either 
groundlease or sell their land at below-market prices to affordable housing developers in exchange for 
some space for the congregation’s use. Similar to the antiparochi model, the significantly reduced price 
of land in faith-based development helps facilitate the development of affordable housing. Examples of 
these uses range from administrative offices, staff living quarters, community gathering spaces, or 
worship space. In these cases, the development is often structured as a condominium, with the 
affordable housing component owned by the developer and the non-housing space is owned by the 
congregation. There could also be instances where the development is structured as a mixed-use 
development owned entirely by the affordable housing developer, with the “commercial” space leased 
back to the faith-based organization. This topic is explored further in Memo 2.  

 
1. Recommendation: Working Group for Program Development. San Francisco should convene a 

working group composed of affordable housing developers, community stakeholders, and relevant 
city agencies, such as Planning, MOHCD, and the Department of Public Works to explore how to 
develop an antiparochi program or model in the city. This would allow different stakeholders to 
elevate respective challenges and barriers for such a model that could influence program design. 
The working group could discuss critical program considerations including, but not limited to, 
homeowner outreach, joint development terms, funding needs, monitoring and compliance, and 
any city processes that could support the model. 

 
2. Recommendation: Technical Assistance. Given that the antiparochi model requires a new type of 

partnership, San Francisco should explore funding a technical assistance program for both 
homeowners and developers, whether it be market-rate, mixed-income, or affordable, who are 
interested in this type of development. This type of technical assistance could be modeled after 
programs for faith-based developments given the parallels. However, homeowners would likely 
require significantly more capacity and skill building.  

 
3. Recommendation: Dedicated Funding. San Francisco should explore providing dedicated funding 

or a specific set-aside for developments using the antiparochi model given that, unless multiple 
adjacent homeowners are willing to participate in a development, these projects are not likely to be 
competitive for the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program due to their small scale. 
Furthermore, the lengthy amount of time it takes to secure state and federal financing makes it 
difficult to meet homeowner expectations, who may not want to wait several years in order to start 
construction on a project.   
 

4. Recommendation: Anti-Displacement and Tenant Protections Enforcement. Even though a 
neighborhood is dominated by single-family homes, this does not necessarily mean that all these 
homes are owner-occupied. San Francisco should ensure that there are adequate anti-
displacement mitigations in place for existing tenants whose landlords might pursue a joint 
development and that there is robust enforcement of existing tenant protections. For example, 
Senate Bill (SB) 330 (2019) by Senator Nancy Skinner provides that any project that requires the 
demolition of existing homes provides relocation assistance and a right of first refusal for displaced 
tenants. The city should monitor these projects closely to ensure that relocation assistance 
provisions and the tenant’s right of first refusal are adequately implemented, as they’ve been doing 
with SB 330 implementation. This could also be incorporated into the developer’s community 
engagement practice to help build relationships with existing tenants. Furthermore, the city could 
consider conditioning local funding for these types of projects on anti-displacement guarantees as 
an additional guardrail.  
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5. Recommendation: Streamlining. San Francisco should explore how a development using the 

antiparochi model could be streamlined, especially given that streamlining bills such as SB 35/423 
and Assembly Bill (AB) 2011 do not allow for the demolition of existing housing that has been 
occupied by a tenant for at least ten years, making them ineligible for these tools. AB 2162, which 
streamlines the construction of permanent supportive housing, does not prohibit demolitions. 
However, permanent supportive housing would require operating subsidies that are already in 
limited supply. This could look like advocating for exemptions to the demolition provisions of 
streamlining bills when the existing landowner is voluntarily option into the residential demolition to 
maximize density.  

 

Conclusion  
 
As San Francisco explores how it could add greater density across larger parts of the city, it should 
consider different ways that affordable housing development could become feasible in these contexts. 
The implementation of any of the strategies above would be an improvement in how San Francisco can 
secure sites for affordable housing across the city, but especially in areas with planned rezoning. Some 
of the strategies explored in this memo are more easily applicable to the development of medium 
density market rate housing, otherwise known as “missing middle” housing. However, these different 
strategies could be paired together such that they can cumulatively build a scale that is more 
compatible with affordable housing development. A comprehensive strategy for managing and 
increasing the number of sites in the affordable housing pipeline should consider these types of 
strategies in addition to funding considerations.   
 

Strategy Description Recommendations 

A. Public Land for 
Affordable Housing  

Leveraging the stock of publicly 
owned land for affordable housing  

1. Standardized Public Land 
Disposition Terms for 
Affordable Housing 

2. Surplus Public Transit Land 
for Affordable Housing. 

B. Site Acquisition 
Purchasing sites from the market 
that could be developed into 
affordable housing.  

1. Targeted Site Acquisition 
2. Dedicated Funding 

C. Faith and Non-
profit Owned Land  

Partnerships with faith-based and 
non-profit organizations to develop 
affordable housing on their land.  

1. Low-Cost Financing 
2. Funding Flexibility  

D. Pre-Approved 
Design 

Pre-approved standardized 
architecture and construction 
designs which meet building code 
and zoning requirements. 

1. Pre-approved designs 
2. Customization 
3. Community Design 

Challenge 
4. Tracking 
5. Permit Streamlining 

E. Land Assembly 
and Subdivision 

Merging multiple smaller parcels to 
create a larger parcel of land suited 
for rental development. Subdividing 
parcels to better facilitate 
homeownership development.  

1. Simplified and Streamlined 
Land Merger Process 

2. Promote SB 1123 
Streamlining 
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F. Single Stair 
Reform 
 

Allows for taller buildings to utilize a 
single stairway, single exit rather 
than two separate stairways 

1. Code Equivalency and 
Reforms 

2. Pre-Approved Designs 
3. Prefab Construction 
4. Dedicated Funding 
5. Publicity and 

Communications 

G. Antiparochi  

Landowners provide their land to 
developers in exchange for a portion 
of the new development. 

1. Technical Assistance 
2. Dedicated Funding 
3. Tenant Protections 
4. Streamlining 
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