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Background

Pursuant to Planning Code Section 307(a), the Zoning Administrator (ZA) issues rules, regulations, and
interpretations they deem necessary to administer and enforce the provisions of the Code. Formal
interpretations are listed within the Planning Code, and topical bulletins are issued separate from the Code (e.g.,
neighborhood notice, bicycle parking, affordable housing, etc.).

Interpretations

The attached document details numerous ZA interpretations to be deleted, amended, or added due to various
Planning Code amendments related primarily to neighborhood notice. However, this update also includes
various miscellaneous deletions and revisions that are necessary to respond to other legislative amendments
over the years.

Appeals
Each individual ZA interpretation in the attached document is separately appealable to the Board of Appeals
within 15 days of issuance. A single appeal may not be filed to encompass two or more separate interpretations.

Attachments:

Amendments to Zoning Administrator Interpretations of the Planning Code - Issued January 20, 2026

cc: Planning Commission
Elizabeth Coolbrith, Office of the City Attorney
Citywide Neighborhood Groups
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Amendments to Zoning Administrator Rules, Regulations, and
Interpretations of the Planning Code — January 20, 2026

NOTE: Additions are single-underline italics Times New Roman;

Deletions are strike-throwgh-italies-Times New Roman.

Note to publisher: illustrations proposed for deletion are shown with a diagonal strikethrough and
rectangular border as follows.

Note to publisher: illustrations proposed for addition are shown with a rectangular border as follows.

INTERPRETATIONS BY CODE SECTION
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shed would not be permitted to have toilet facilities. Previous interpretations have determined that the
plural construction of the description of these features does not imply that more than one such roofed
structure described by a single paragraph is allowed.

SubicetS . .

Code Section: 1362223}

Subject: Permitted obstructions, height limit

Effective Date: 9/90 & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:

Thisese Paragraphs Section allows intherequired-openareas: certain features with given height
limits within certain areas. For purposes of measuring height limits for features listed in this Section,
the entire structure must be contained within the limit. The feature's height is NOT measured to the
midrise of a sloped roof or stepped roof or similarly sculptured roof form as indicated by Section
260(a)(2). Section 260(a) refers to the height limits indicated by the Zoning Map and states that the
form of measurement it prescribes shall apply to these mapped limits. The limits imposed by Section
136 on permitted obstructions are not such MAPPED limits.

Syubicet: Permitted ol . l
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The interpretation of Planmng Code Section 136(0)(23) dated 1/88 is hereby revoked and superseded
by thls 1nterpretat10n S
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Code Section: 181

Subject: Alteration of a nonconforming use
Effective Date: 12/85 (Revised 3/21 & 1/26)
Interpretation:

This Section governs the enlargement, alteration, and reconstruction of nonconforming uses and says
that generally, nonconforming uses may not be enlarged, intensified, or moved to another location but
that alterations may be allowed for “any portion of the structure that will not thereafter be occupied by
the nonconforming use.” A building was nonconforming because it legally contained four units which
is one more unit than would be permitted in the current zoning district. The owner wanted to enlarge
three of the units by moving one to a noncomplying building in the rear yard and expanding existing
units into its space. This was allowed provided the owner thereafter designated one unit as the
nonconforming unit which would not be able to be enlarged beyond the existing building’s envelope or
moved for as long as there were nonconforming units on the lot. (Previous rulings stated that
noncomplying structures in the rear yards can be converted to dwelhngs prov1ded there 1S no expansmn
of the structure. ) Ve il ; ; |

Feaqﬁwd—deﬁetﬁwéseeﬂmtem%eﬁ%mﬁ%(a)—be%wA—Funher the owner may not always have the

option of which unit to designate as the nonconforming unit. In this case, after the unit proposed to be
in the noncomplying building is established in the noncomplying building, it would have to be
considered the nonconforming unit under principles established by other Zoning Administrator
determinations.
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Code Section: 188

Subject: Alteration of noncomplying feature, except in yards

Effective Date: 7/85 & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:
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Section 188(a)(1) provides guidance for the replacement of noncomplying structures within yards.
However, Fhis Section 188 says that noncomplying structures in other locations may be enlarged,
altered, relocated or intensified provided there is no increase in discrepancy but prohibits their
complete replacement except in conformity with the Code. Nevertheless, because of the life safety
importance of such features, noncomplying stairs which are required egress under the Building Code
may be completely removed and replaced within the same footprint if there is no increase in
discrepancy between the feature and the Code requirement. The replacement structure, while
remaining in the same general footprint area, can increase the footprint to the degree necessary to
conform to current Code requirements. A fire wall required by Code would be considered an increase
in discrepancy if the original stairs had none unless the fire wall is the minimum required by Code and
would abut without extending above or beyond, a blank neighboring wall or fence.

Code Section: 188
Subject: Deck on noncomplying structure

Effective Date: 12/85 & Revised 3/2001 & 1/26; Consolidated with related interpretations of Section
188 1/26 (Originat12/85)

Interpretation:

A deck is permitted on the flat roof surface of a noncomplying structure provided its open railing is
no higher and no more enclosed than required by the Building Code. A solid fire or other wall, even if
required by the Building or other Code, is not permitted as part of a deck on a noncomplying structure
and would be considered an expansion contrary to the Planning Code. The An existing deck with
property line open railings efs#eh-deeck-could not be made into a solid; "one-hour" wall even though to
do so would be to make it more complying with the Building Code.

Non-complying structures are, by definition, located within portions of lots that would normally not be
developable and, decks are generally constructed to provide space for outdoor activities, some of which may
have associated impacts;suehas-noise—onneishborineproperties. Therefore, the addition of a deck or its
access on any non-complying portion of the roof of a structure requires that a /0-day notice “ten-day"tetter,
similar to that provided for a Block Book Notation, be sent to owners/occupants of all properties whiek that
border the subject property—to-atlow-then-arn-opportunity to-voice-any-Coneerns.
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Code Section: 188 and 305

Subject: Variances for Noncomplying Structures

Effective Date: 1/14 & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:

If a project sponsor is seeking to expand or intensify an existing legal noncomplying structure, he or
she should only file for a variance from the Planning Code provision under which the proposal is
noncomplying. He or she does not need to apply for a variance from Section 188 for the noncomplying
structure. For example, if a building extends into a required rear yard and the proposal would expand
the structure even further into that yard, the sponsor should apply for a rear yard variance only (for
expandmg the noncomplymg structure w1th1n the requlred rear yard) A—l—few%*el—y—z#a—s—temfe

This determination is based on the fact that Section 305 only allows variances from the "strict
application of quantitative standards" of the Planning Code (excluding those sections specifically listed
in Section 305, including height, uses, signs, affordable housing requirements, etc.). In both of the
cases outlined above, the rear yard requirement is the underlying "quantitative standard" of the
Planning Code that requires a variance under Section 305. Section 188, like other provision of Article
1.7, regulates compliance and generally does not include "quantitative standards" that require a
variance under Section 305.
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Code Section: 311
Subject: Demolition, replacement

Effective Date: 4/96 & Moved from related interpretation in alphabetical section 1/26

Interpretation:

" t47 "

: . . 9544 956

Pursuant to Planning Code provisions, demolition or conversion to another use of a dwelling unit (apartment) in
some districts, is either prohibited or requires conditional use authorization from the City Planning Commission.
For Residential Districts, the Code states that a permit to demolish a residence cannot be issued until the
replacement structure is approved. However, vacant lots anywhere in the City reduce the tax base, can harm the
local economy by reducing the locations available for potential businesses, can be unsightly, can lower
surrounding property values and can present a public health and safety hazard. Therefore, a permit to demolish a
building anywhere in the City shall not be approved by the Planning Department until the replacement structure
is also approved unless the Zoning Administrator finds that the public health, safety, and welfare would be
jeopardized if the building remained.
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Code Section: 311(b)(4)

Subject: Buitdinepermitnotification—exemptions Definition of Alteration for the Purpose of Section 311
Effective Date: 3/96 {Revised 1/14 & 1/26,; Consolidated with related interpretations of Section 311 1/26)
Interpretation:

This subsection states that for the purposes of Section 311, an “alteration” is defined as an increase to
the exterior dimensions of a building except those features listed in Section 136(c)(1)
through 13 6(0)(26) regardless of whether the feature is located in a requzred setback fths—S&bseet}eﬁ

obstructions permitted by Section 136(c)(25), Fthe Section 136 features referenced are minor

additions, representing relatlvely small or no bu11d1ng Volume or are Vlsually hidden by ex1st1ng
features such as parapets, etc. Sin : :
buttdineteatirestromnotiteation: T he tollowmg other features that do not increase the "envelope of
a restdential building or other minor features listed below are not considered an “alteration’ for the
purpose of Section 311 and are therefore may-alse-be-exempt from notification theugh-net-expressly

mentioned-as-exemptby-Seetton3H. Suchfeatures-arelisted-below—These exemptions refer only to
the initial notification of a planning entitlement buildingpermit application required by Section

3 1 1619}629 They do not exempt notification of part1es for any pubhc hearmg to con51der the project.

4/96:Sinee Because many building features listed in Section 260 are similar to the exemptions of Section 136,
certain Section 260 features w# are also be-exempt from the notificationregquirenrent definition of
alteration. They are:

(1) Mechanical equipment and appurtenances necessary to the operation or maintenance of the building or
structures itself, including chimneys, ventilators, plumbing vent stacks, panels or devices for the collection of
solar or wind energy and window-washing equipment, together with visual screening for any such features.

(2) Skylights-and-dormerwindows unless they are large, or a size that effectively increases ceiling heights
and building volumes.

(3) Stage and scenery lofts if they are part of a project that has recently required notice under conditional
use authorization.

(4) Ornamental and symbolic features of public and religious buildings and structures, including towers,
spires, cupolas, belfries and domes, if they are part of a project that has recently required notice under
conditional use authorization. NOTE: Items 3 and 4 would probably never occur in residential buildings. They
are listed to illustrate the kind of features that would be exempt.

(5) Railings, parapets and catwalks, with a maximum height of four feet.

(6) Open railings, catwalks and fire escapes required by law, wherever situated.
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(7) Unenclosed seating areas limited to tables, chairs and benches and associated open railings up to 42
inches high.

(8) Flagpoles and flags, clothes poles and clotheslines, and weather vanes.

(9) Radio and television antennae where permitted as accessory uses if less than three meters in diameter.
4496 8)-Dormers: A dormer is usually a gabled extension of an attic room through a sloping roof to
allow for a vertical window opening into the room. Dormer windows tend to serve two purposes: (1) to
allow light and ventilation by incorporating vertical windows into a roof structure, and (2) to increase
occupiable floor area bv razsmg the vertical clearance of a room. Dormers are not conszdered an

“alteration” +he-exemption-app 5 &
96—2—&9—5—!&%6—%&%%%%6—6%%}19{—%-1% when they, along with all other features exempt from the helght
limit and notification on a building collectively do not exceed 20 percent of the roof area; and when each dormer
is limited to a plan dimension of eight feet by eight feet, is setback at least three feet from the side property line
and 10 feet from the front building wall, is separated by at least three feet from other dormers, and, at its

hlghest p01nt is no hlgher than the peak of the roof nor 10 feet above the height limit, whichever pomt is lower
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4/96:—E)-"Fill-ins": The filling in of the open area under a cantilevered room or room built on columns &
exemptonly if the height of the open area under the room does not exceed one story or 12 feet. Thise
exemption does not apply to space immediately under a deck nor to space under a room constructed without

required authorization frewnto-beillesal.
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iHdin The filling n

of an open area on the upper level of a

building only when this open area has a roof and is walled in on three sides, typically a balcony.Fhe

oA drminm a atorn a a a a a o
l l l ) A4 )

4/96:-(13) ""Not visible' :-""

44

ien: Anything not visible from any off-site land or

496 Notexactreplacement(d4) Required egress stair replacement: A stairway conforming to
Paragraph Section 136(c)(14) is not considered an “alteration’ exempttromnotificationby for the
purpose of Section 311(b)(4). Therefore, Fhe-exemption-witl-also-apply-to a replacement stairway that is
required by the Building Code for egress is also not considered an “alteration,” if it is larger than the
stairway it replaces only to the degree required by the Building Code and if the location and coverage are as
close as possible to the replaced stairway. Thise-exemption shall not apply if the replacement stairway includes
a fire wall-while the replaced-stairway-wasnot-enelosed, unless the fire wall in its entirety adjoins a blank
wall or is no higher than a permitted fence, or if the replaced stairway included a firewall of equal size to
the new firewall.

San Francisco


http://www.sf-planning.org/info

Zoning Administrator Interpretations
January 20, 2026

40496 (I5)-Exact or smaller replacement: The replacement of a legally existing structure, feature, or
portion of a building with that of a structure or feature that is the same size or smaller is-exenptfiont-the
notificationrequirementprovided the replacement structure or feature is within the same footprint and

envelope as the Structure, feature or portion removed and the removal and replacement are approved at the

@6)-Decks: Decks that are 1) cantilevered and not supported by columns or walls other than the
building wall to which they are attached, or 2) fit within the envelope of the permitted obstruction
described in Section 136(c)(25).

a3 -Firewall: Firewalls at grade level that meet the parameters of a permitted obstruction pursuant
Section 136, such as a fence per Section 136(c)(19).
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Code Section: 311(b)
Subject: Lightwell infills and 311 Notification
Effective Date: 9/02_ & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:
For lightwell infills in any district subject to Section 311, regardless of location within or outside the

Priority Equity Geographies Special Use District: if the plans (and accompanying photos, if necessary)
clearly establish that the infill is against a blank neighboring wall and not visible from any off-site location, it is
approvable over the counter with no 311 notification.

If the proposed lightwell infill is visible only from an adjacent property, i.e., it faces a matching lightwell or
equivalent, the applicant must either: submit a set of reduced plans signed by adjacent owner/occupants; or,
submit the plans with labels for owner/occupant (of that adjacent party). A "10 day" letter, similar to those
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provide for Block Book Notifications would be sent to the affected owner/occupants to allow them an
opportunity to voice any concerns.

If the proposed lightwell infill is visible from any off-site location other than an adjoining lightwell, 311 notice
is required.

Code Section: 311(b)

Subject: Renewal of Expired Permits and Lapses in Notification

Effective Date: Moved from related interpretation to Section 311 & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:

Renewal of expired permits: No notice is required te for the renewal of a permit or issueance of a
new permit to complete a job that has already been substantially completed with permit. “Substantially
completed” shall mean that the final envelope of the structure has already been framed in.

Three-year lapse in notice: Pursuant to long-standing Department practice, if a site or building
permit requires updated review and approval by the Planning Department before issuance more than 3
years after its required neighborhood notice per Section 311 was completed, and such neighborhood
notice is still required under the Planning Code, then new neighborhood notice must be conducted
pursuant to the Planning Code requirements at that time.
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Code Section: 311(b)(3)(A)

Subject: Vertical Alterations Outside the Priority Geographies SUD
Effective Date: 02/24 & Revised 1/26

Interpretation:

Ordinance No. 248-23 added Section 311(b)(3)(a) to specify that a building permit proposing a
“vertical alteration” outside the Priority Geographies SUD will require neighborhood notice (unless an
additional dwelling unit is also provided). However, the Planning Code does not define which scopes
of work are defined-as considered a “vertical alteration.” Therefore, a vertical alteration includes each
of the following scopes of work:
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1. An addition of a fully new floor above the upper most floor of an existing building;

2. An addition of a new upper floor to an existing building where the only existing features at that
level are items exempt from height measurement per Section 260(b), such as stair or elevator
penthouses, mechanical enclosures, and parapets;

3. Andnerease-in-the-detial-oreastred-roof-fleight-of the-existing-building(flat-or-stopedroof) Any
of the following changes to an existing building’s roof or height: 1) an increase in the measured height
of a building of more than 30 inches, pursuant to Section 260, such as when a flat roof or entire
building is raised; or, 2) when some or all of a building’s highest roof is physically increased in height
by more than 30 inches, such as when a sloped roof is raised on its sides to create a flat roof or when a
portion of flat roof is raised to a sloped roof.

34. An addition of a new stair or elevator penthouse;

65. An addition of any other building enclosure at the roof level beyond those items exempt from
height measurement per Section 260(b), such as a mechanical enclosure larger than what is exempted;
or

Z6. An addition of dormers beyond the limits of ZonineAdninistrator-Butletin No—3-Interpretation of
Section 311(b)(4), dated 1/26.

A vertical alteration does not include a horizontal expansion at any existing floor, including the
upper most floor, so long as that existing upper floor is comprised of enclosed building beyond other
than those items exempt from height measurement per Section 260(b) (&e-e.g:, the horizontal
expansion of an existing partial floor).
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INTERPRETATIONS -- ALPHABETICAL

San Francisco


http://www.sf-planning.org/info

Zoning Administrator Interpretations

January 20, 2026

San Francisco


http://www.sf-planning.org/info

	MEMO TO file
	Attachments:


