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Subject: Zoning Administrator Interpretations

Staff Contact: Corey Teague, Zoning Administrator - (628) 652-7328
corey.teague@sfgov.org

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 or amended due to various Planning
Code amendments related primarily to the buildable area in residential zoning districts (e.g., Housing
Production Ord. No. 248-23, various PermitSF ordinances, etc.). 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 30 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 September 3, 2025

cc Elizabeth Watty, Director of Current Planning
Planning Commission
Odavya Buta, Office of City Attorney
Citywide Neighborhood Groups
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Zoning Administrator Interpretations
September 3, 2025

Amendments to Zoning Administrator Rules. Requlations. and Interpretations of the
Planning Code — September 3. 2025

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

Deletions are strike-throwgh-itatics Times New Roman.

Note to publisher: illustrations proposed for deletion are shown as follows.
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Code Section: 132(be)
Subject: Front setback averaging
Effective Date: 9/87 & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

For purposes of determining the required front setback, the wall of the adjacent buildings—whick that
is structural with a foundation (touches the ground) is to be counted as the main building wall unless
such wall conforms to the configuration of a permitted obstruction in the front setback.

Code Section: 132(be)

Subject: Front setback averaging
Effective Date: 9/88 & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

An interpretation used since 1978 is that the setback of the adjacent building used to calculate the
required setback of a particular building is #seff averaged when its front wall is not parallel to the street
line. Therefore, the setback of such adjacent building is not the closest point its wall comes to its front
property line but the average distance its front wall exists from its front property line.
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Code Section: 134

Subject: Average depth of irregular lot

Effective Date: Unknown; Moved & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

Average depth of subject lot: The rear property line consists of four straight lines defining back ends
of four segments of the lot. The front ends of these segments are determined by extending the two side
lines toward the street until they connect. Draw straight lines connecting this point to each of the ends
of the straight lines that constitute the rear property line. Treat each of the resulting segments (+on the
drawing) as separate lots for computing average lot depth. Bisect the lines which define the rear and
front ends of each segment and connect these bisection points. These connecting lines (A, C, etc.)
constitute the average depth of each segment. The rear yard is the appropriate percentage of each of
these segments.

San Francisco


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

Zoning Administrator Interpretations
September 3, 2025

Code Section: 134

Subject: Average depth of irregular lot

Effective Date: Unknown; Moved & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

.. lot#ar

Lot #3060

A
Street

werereetangwlar: In a scenario where a lot is not rectangular, as shown in the graphic. The question
was how to calculate the average lot depth_for Lot 37. It was determined that the average depth was
expressed by a straight line drawn from the midpoint of the frontage to the midpoint of the rear
property line even though this line would leave the confines of the lot at some point.

Code Section: 134faHAHd)(1)
Subject: NC-1 noncomplying, add residential

Effective Date: 8/91; Moved & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

This Section requires a rear yard at ground level and above for the NC-1 District whether or not
residential use exists on the lot. In the case where a nonresidential building zoned NC-1 existed in the
required rear yard and a dwelling unit was proposed to be added to that building, a variance would be
required for an exception from the rear yard requirements. This is consistent with the established
practice of requiring a variance to introduce residential use to a noncomplying accessory building in
the rear yard of a residential district. This is done on the basis that the introduction of residential use
exacerbates the noncomplying situation since one reason for the rear yard requirement is to provide an
amenity for the occupants of the noncomplying structure as well as providing open space to the block.
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Code Section: 134 HEMd)(1)

Subject: Rear yard requirements

Effective Date: 6/200; Moved & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:
Addition of a dwelling above NCU or LCU with no rear yard in an R district

A long-standing interpretation of Subsection 172(b) (which states that no NCU may be altered in
such a way as to increase a code discrepancy or create a new discrepancy) allowed, where an NCU
with no rear yard was the sole use on a residentially zoned lot (with a rear yard requirement for all
buildings), to be converted to residential use without a rear yard variance. Such a non-residential
building without a rear yard is already noncomplying and would not be made noncomplying by adding
a dwelling.

So, if a residence is added above an NCU or LCU with full lot coverage in an RH district, where a
rear yard is proposed at the residential level, and the ground floor remains at full coverage with a
nonconforming commercial use, there is no increase in the rear yard discrepancy, and thus no rear yard
variance is required.

Please note that in districts where the commercial use does not require a rear yard, but the residential
use does (such as NC-32 Districts), a rear yard or variance from such would be required since having a
dwelling there with no rear yard creates a discrepancy.

Code Section: 134t (d)(2-3)
Subject: Building below the rear yard

Effective Date: 3/88 & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

This Paragraph requires a rear yard be provided either at the second story or above or at the level of
the lowest dwelling and above in certain zoning districts. That portion of a building extending below
what would be the required rear yard or setback at higher levels does not have to be developed with a
deck on its roof unless such deck is needed to meet the usable open space requirement. Further,
features permitted below the upper level rear yard need not be limited to an extension of the building
but can be separate buildings and other structures not extending to the level where the rear yard
requirement begins.
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Code-Seetion:—34(a)(1)(A)
SubiectNC-] e add residential

Code Section: 134 HEMd)(2-3)

Subject: Rear yard for NC Districts
Effective Date: 1/91_& Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

This Paragraph states that for certain -NC and Mixed Use Districts, the required rear setback shall
be at the lowest level of residential occupancy and above. Therefore, the roof of that portion of the
building below the lowest residential floor (or the roof of another building on the lot) would constitute
the surface of the rear "yard." The roof of another building on the lot constituting such "yard" could
extend up to but no higher than three feet above the floor level of the lowest residential floor because a
deck can be three feet above grade anywhere in the rear yard.
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Code Section: 134 HEMd)(2-3)

Subject: Rear yard requirements

Effective Date: 6/2001 & Revised 9/25

Interpretation:

Planning Code Section 134£eHE)(d)(2-3) requires that the rear yard shall be provided at the
lowest story containing a dwelling unit in certain zoning districts. If an ancillary room (within the
same dwelling unit) is provided at a level below the primary portion of the dwelling unit, the rear yard
is required beginning at the primary level of the dwelling unit but not necessarily required at the level
of the ancillary room. The primary portion is defined as a fully functional dwelling unit, with kitchen
and sleeping rooms. An ancillary room could not function or easily be converted to an independent
unit.

The intent of this proposed interpretation is to encourage ground level pedestrian-oriented design.
The alternative would be to not allow occupiable space on the ground floor or to reduce the number of
parking spaces, and thus the number of dwelling units, since to require a rear yard at this level would
impact the parking. These will be considered on a case by case basis by the Zoning Administrator to
assure ensure that the intent of the Code is met.

Code-Seetion—34(a)(1)(C)
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Code Section: 134fet)-and 1345 (i-k)

Subject: Rear yard waiver by Zoning Administrator

Effective Date: 1993 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This Paragraph and Subsection states that the rear yard requirements for the Neighborhood
Commercial, and-South-of-Market-Pistricts North of Market Residential Special Use District, and the
Eastern Neighborhoods Mixed Use Districts may be waived by the Zoning Administrator pursuant to
the procedure applicable to variances as set forth in several Code sections. The Code sections cited do
not include the section that states the five findings required for normal variances. Rather, the sections
cited contain the procedures for variance hearings. The waiver cited in this paragraph, therefore,
requires the same application, fee, hearing notice, hearing procedure and appeal procedure as a
variance but does not require the same findings as described in Section 305. Rather, the findings that
need to be made are described in language subordinate to this these paragraphs. and—fer-SOMA—in
Section 307(s)

Code Section: 134¢4()
Subject: North of Market SUD, rear yard
Effective Date: 12/87_& Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This Subsection states that the Zoning Administrator can allow an equivalent amount of open space
to be substituted for the rear yard requirement in the North of Market Special Use District. The Code
does NOT say that this open space needs to meet the criteria for USABLE open space. Therefore, one
can apply to substitute a light well for the rear yard requirement under this Section even though the
light well wouldn't conform to the minimum dimensions, area and exposure requirements of usable
open space, provided the other criteria of this subsection are met.
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Code Section: 136(c)(2)
Subject: Corner Bay Windows
Effective Date: 1/14; Moved 09/25

Interpretation:

This Section allows a bay window to project over streets and other required open areas so long as it
fits within a specific theoretical envelope. Such envelope begins at the "line establishing the required
open area" and narrows along 45-degree angles drawn inward as projection increases. It was suggested
that this Section did not address corner parcels where a bay window might extend over parts of a street
corner not within a 90 degree projection of either of the parcel's street frontages.

While a "required open area" itself exists only within a parcel, the "line establishing" the required
open area is a theoretical marker that extends beyond a parcel and, in the case of corner lots, onto a
right-of-way. Therefore, bay window envelopes on corner lots may begin along any part of the line
establishing the open area, including those parts of the line which are beyond the bounds of the lot. As
such, bay windows may extend over parts of a street corner not within a 90 degree projection of either
of the parcel's street frontages. Such bay windows must nonetheless comply with the three-foot
restriction on projection applicable to both street frontages.
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Code Section: 136(c)(2), (3)

Subject: Bays, not counted for front setback averagine requirement

Effective Date: 7/88 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

See Interpretation 132¢e}(b)

Code Section: 136(¢)(20)
Subject: Permitted obstructions

Effective Date: 8/86 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

Play structures with features (such as solid walls or roofs) which have the effect of creating a solid
plane of substantial dimension which could block views or create solid shade on neighboring yards
must be limited in height to eight feet. ZenineBulletin- 862
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Subicets tted ol .
—See-titerpretation13HeH3)

Code Section: 136(c)(25)
Subject: Permitted obstructions

Effective Date: 4/87 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This Paragraph allows a portion of a building with limited dimensions to extend £2feet into the
required rear yard. The features included in Subsection 136(c) with the maximum dimensions stated
represent envelopes. Any other architecture feature or portion of the building fitting into these
envelopes are permitted. Therefore, a stairway would be allowed to extend above the ground floor if it
fit totally within the envelope of the type of deck or extension permitted by this paragraph.

Code Section: 136(c)(25)(B)(ii)

Subject: Permitted obstructions#2-feot-extension
Effective Date: 8/89 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This Section allows an £2-feot extension into the rear yard. It was confirmed that when a five-foot
side yard is required for this feature, such side yard needs to be open from the ground up and the other
obstructions allowed by Section 136 would not be permitted within such side yard. Therefore, any pre-
existing obstruction into such side yard would have to be removed before the extension could be built.
An exception is that a deck no higher than three feet above grade may be built in this required side
vard. Sinee Because a three 3-foot-high deck could be built anywhere else in the required open area,
there is no need to prohibit it here.
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Code Section: 136(¢c)(25)(C)

Subject: Railings on £2-feet Obstructions
Effective Date: 3/21_ & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This subsection regulates the height and location of fences and windscreens on top of certain
permitted £2-foot obstructions. However, it does not provide standards for railings on top of such
obstruction that may be required in order for that area to be used as usable open space. Therefore, any
such railing may be solid, such as a firewall along a property line, but shall be no higher than 42 inches
above the roof of such obstruction.
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Code Section: 136(c)(26)
Subject: Rear yard—Underground garage
Effective Date: 12/00; Moved & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

Section 136(c)(26) allows underground garages in the rear yard, except for the last 15 feet provided
that-thereofis-developed-as-open-space-or-a-deck. Section 188(a) allows the expansion of
noncomplying structures provided that there is no increase in any discrepancy with the Code. There
have been proposals to allow an excavation of a garage under a non-complying structure that extends
into the rear yard. This has not been permitted since the garage roof was not treated as open space or a
deck, but under a structure. It is logical to allow excavation for a garage under a noncomplying
building that extends into the rear yard by-sinee because there is no increase in the discrepancy from
the Code. The existing rear yard is not affected—sénee because the excavation is under an existing
noncomplying building. These excavations are allowed to be up to 3above grade—sinece because if the
noncomplying above grade structure was demolished, the underground garage roof would be a
permitted obstruction in the rear yard.

Code Section: 136(¢c)(27)

Subject: Garages in required front setbacks
Effective Date: 2/88

Interpretation:

See Interpretation 132(g)
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Code Section: 136(c)(29)

Subject: Garages as permitted obstruction

Effective Date: 9/89 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:

This Section states that garages are permitted obstructions into the rear yard if both adjoining lots are
through lots having both front and rear lot lines on streets or alleys as long as the subject garage
exceeds neither the height above grade nor the amount of encroachment into the yard area of these
adjoining garages. An existing garage was proposed to be expanded. It and adjoining garages were
built along a curving alley and were not built perpendicular to the alley. In this case, the encroachment
of the adjoining and subject garages should be the furthest distance of the garage to the alley measured
along a line perpendicular to the alley. Fhus—inthe-appendix-In the illustration_below, the value of "Z"
is the average of the values of "X" and "Y." SeeAppendixInterpretation436teH29-9/8%
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Code Section: 241
Subject: Dolores Heights
Effective Date: 4/86 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:
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This Section states that the required rear yard shall be 45 percent of the lot depth in the Dolores
Heights Special Use District (SUD). The £2-feet-extension permitted by Section 136(c)(25) is not
permitted in the Dolores Heights SUD. (This is a fairly long-standing interpretation and is based upon
the Zoning Administrator's understanding of the intent of the legislation-and-becaise-the-ordinanece
states-that-the-standards-of-the RH1 District-apply-except-asstated.) Thed2-foot-extension-does#ot
applyv in the RI-1 Disirict since the rear vard is only 23 percent in the first pluce.
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Code Section: 6044 (e)

Subject: Continuation of noncomplying signs

Effective Date: 2/91 & Revised 09/25

Interpretation:
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This Section and Section 609 provide for the continuation or amortization of legal, noncomplying
signs. It was affirmed that the mere change in use of the establishment with which the sign was
associated does not require removal or conformance of a legally noncomplying sign. Further, removing
certain segments of copy along with certain portions of the structure holding that copy does not change
the legal status of the remaining portion of the sign or of a separate sign associated with the removed
portion. (For example, the copy and structure of the sign, "Hotel" could be removed from the facade
next to the sign, "Gotham City" without affecting the status of the "Gotham City" sign.)
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INTERPRETATIONS -- ALPHABETICAL
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[Note to publisher: the entire appendix is proposed for deletion. ]

APPENDIX
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