
 
 

The Future of Downtown 
Bringing work back to the city 
 

 

Since 1990, Bay Area residents have been driving nearly 50 million more miles each day. 
Regionally, transit ridership to work fell from a high of 11.4 percent in 1980 to around 9.4 
percent in 2000. Although it has increased slightly since 2000 (to 9.8 percent), Bay Area transit 
ridership remains less than 10 percent of all commute trips. Meanwhile, our heavy reliance on 
automobile commutes is one the Bay Area’s chief contributions to climate change. This pattern 
of driving to work and other destinations — and its resulting environmental impact — stems 
from the sprawling geography of homes and jobs, and an infrastructure system that builds ever 
outward. 
 
The smart growth movement has long called attention to the problems with sprawl, but has often 
been focused on residential sprawl. Yet the dispersion of jobs into suburban and exurban office 
parks that can never be served by transit is just as much of a threat to the environment as 
residential sprawl, if not greater. To achieve a low-carbon future, Bay Area residents need to be 
able to commute to work without relying on a car.  
 



 
 
SPUR argues that our best strategy to reduce job sprawl is to channel more employment growth 
toward existing centers, particularly the transit-rich downtown of San Francisco. 
 
Other transit-served employment centers in the Bay Area, such as downtown Oakland and San 
Jose, as well as Concord and Walnut Creek, also should capture a growing share of regional 
employment. The success of the other transit-served job centers is key to a future Bay Area that 
uses less carbon. But most workers in these other locations, including downtown San Jose and 
Oakland, drive to work. Future SPUR reports will look at what can be done to improve the land 
use, urban design and transportation networks for the other employment hubs in the Bay Area. 
 
But downtown San Francisco is the only employment node in the region where most people 
travel to work without bringing their own car. This paper focuses on downtown San Francisco as 
the node with by far the greatest near-term potential to accommodate regional employment 
growth with a low carbon footprint. In fact, if reducing emissions and the amount of driving was 
our only criterion, we would advocate a region that adds as much of its incremental growth as 
possible into San Francisco. Even if San Francisco retains its share of regional jobs (16 percent), 
the increase in driving and emissions in the suburbs will prevent the region from attaining 
climate change goals. 
 
We believe there are many benefits of adding jobs to downtown San Francisco: 

 A reduction in the land eaten up for suburban office parks, by providing jobs in a denser 
format that more efficiently uses space and energy 



 A reduction in the driving and emissions associated with daily commuting in the region, 
by maximizing the number of jobs within walking distance of transit lines 

 The creation of high paying jobs accessible to residents of the city and region 
 The encouragement of innovation, by bringing smart people into contact with one another 

in a dynamic urban location 
 Increased funding for the broad array of public services we are proud to offer as a 

progressive city trying to serve as a model for the rest of the country 

At the same time, there are significant barriers to adding jobs to downtown San Francisco: 

 San Francisco is an expensive place to create employment because of high commercial 
rents, office development fees, business taxes and salaries (which are driven in part by 
housing costs). We need to keep costs as low as we can, yet make sure we add value to 
those who do business or work here, to make it acceptable to bear the high costs. 

 San Francisco has a reputation for a hostile business climate, manifested both in anti-
business rhetoric and in the time-consuming bureaucratic processes employers encounter 
when they must interface with local government. Perhaps the anti-business rhetoric is 
now part of the city’s culture. But if that is true, then it is all the more critical that 
government be efficient, transparent and predictable, in order to not drive away 
employers. 

 Current zoning does not allow for significant new office growth. We must change zoning 
to fit more office buildings into the traditional central business district, or to expand the 
office core into adjacent areas in the South of Market and Mid-Market areas. 

 Our transportation networks, especially the Embarcadero and Montgomery BART 
stations, are nearing capacity. We must significantly expand transit capacity if we want to 
continue to add jobs in San Francisco. 

San Francisco’s costs and business climate as barriers to job growth have been explored in depth 
in previous SPUR reports dealing with the tax structure, business costs, housing policy and 
government efficiency. This report focuses primarily on the physical planning problems that 
need to be solved: zoning for jobs and adding transportation capacity.  
 
THE PROBLEM: REGIONAL JOB SPRAWL AND THE DECLINE OF TRANSIT-SERVED 
CENTRAL BUSINESS DISTRICTS 
 
In recent decades, employment in the Bay Area has boomed. But too much of this growth has 
gone to auto-oriented office parks outside of the transit-rich core of the region. This process has 
led to an increase in driving and pollution, and a decline in transit ridership as a share of 
commute trips. Even the major regional investments in rail (BART, Caltrain) to serve the 
existing downtowns of San Francisco, Oakland and San Jose did not reverse the overall trend. 
Changing this development pattern is necessary if we want to achieve a lower-carbon region. 
 
Our analysis of the problem is based on several facts related to regional job sprawl and commute 
patterns.  
 
Fact #1: Since the 1970s, most job growth has gone to the suburbs. 



 
Since 1970, the nine-county Bay Area has nearly doubled its employment, adding more than 1.5 
million jobs. San Francisco accounted for about 4 percent of this growth, while Alameda and 
Santa Clara Counties accommodated 57 percent of the region’s new jobs in the past three 
decades: 20 percent and 37 percent, respectively. Contra Costa County was 15 percent of the 
regional growth, while San Mateo County accounted for 10 percent of the regional increase. The 
other counties in the Bay Area combined for the remaining 14 percent of job growth since 1970. 
 

 

 
Most Bay Area growth has occurred in the suburbs. Since 1970, the nine-county Bay Area has  
nearly doubled its employment, adding more than 1.5 million jobs. San Francisco accounted for 
about 4 percent of this growth, while Alameda and Santa Clara Counties accommodated 57 
percent  
of the region’s new jobs in the past three decades: 20 percent and 37 percent, respectively. 
Contra  
Costa County was 15 percent of the regional growth, while San Mateo County accounted for 10  
percent of the regional increase. 
 
 
Fact #2: Office space is growing much faster in the suburbs than the cities. 
 
During the 1970s, downtown San Francisco and Oakland developed millions of square feet of 
office space. Yet since that time, an increasing share of the region’s office space has been built in 
the suburbs. From 1997 to 2007, which included the dot-com building boom, downtown San 
Francisco’s share of the region’s total office space declined 3 percent. Over this decade, San 
Francisco only captured 8.4 percent of the region’s total office space production.  
 



 
Most new office space is built in suburban office parks. During the 1970s, downtown San 
Francisco  
and Oakland developed millions of square feet of office space. Yet since that time, an increasing  
share of the region’s office space has been built in the suburbs. From 1997 to 2007, which 
included  
the dot-com building boom, downtown San Francisco’s share of the region’s total office space  
declined 3 percent. Over this decade, San Francisco captured only 8.4 percent of the region’s  
total office production. 
 
 
Fact #3: Bay Area residents are increasingly driving to work, particularly in the counties with the 
most suburban office parks 
 
Santa Clara, Alameda, and Contra Costa counties have experienced the greatest employment 
growth of the region, but these counties also are contributing the most to the region’s total 
vehicle miles traveled. Even as Contra Costa has invested in transit accessibility to employment 
centers through shuttles and bus lines (to San Ramon’s Bishop Ranch), the county has seen a 65 
percent increase in VMT during the last two decades.  
 



 
Bay Area residents are driving more miles each day, particularly in fast-growing suburbs.  
Low-density auto-oriented development has been the primary type of office space built in the  
counties with the greatest employment growth. Because these office parks are being built along 
the region's highways, the dependency of the region's workers on automobiles is increasing.  
 
 
Fact #4: Although transit ridership has grown, it has declined as a share of all commute trips. 
 
Since 1970, our region has spent tens of billions of dollars on transit investments. We finished 
building and opened the Bay Area Rapid Transit system, established and expanded Caltrain, built 
a subway for Muni and BART trains under Market Street, opened the Altamont Commuter 
Express (a train system from Stockton to San Jose), created the Valley Transportation Authority 
and brought light rail to San Jose. Yet from 1970 to 2000, the overall number of transit 
commuters for the Bay Area increased only from 201,500 to 320,100. As a result, transit 
commuting declined from 11.2 percent of all work trips in 1970 to 9.4 percent in 2000, and has 
increased only to 9.8 percent today.1  
 
Downtown Oakland has the second highest rate of commuters taking transit to work among Bay 
Area job centers, with 24.1 percent of workers in 2000 commuting via transit. Yet with only 
63,000 total commuters and 15,000 transit riders, these employees account for less than 5 percent 
of the region’s transit commuters.  
 
Aside from downtown San Francisco and downtown Oakland, there is no other major job center 
in the region with greater than 10 percent transit ridership to work. Downtown San Jose, the third 
largest public transit commute market, has only 7 percent of its commuters taking transit to 
work.2 All other major job centers in the region have less than 5 percent transit ridership to work. 
 



 
Only downtown San Francisco has significant transit ridership to work. Among the region’s 
many  
job centers, only in downtown San Francisco has the percentage of commuters taking transit to  
work remained at roughly 50 percent. Downtown San Francisco also accounts for a staggering  
50 percent of the region’s total transit commute trips. In some areas of downtown San 
Francisco,  
such as the core financial district adjacent to Montgomery and Embarcadero BART stations, 
more  
than 3 in 4 commuters arrive via transit.  
 
 
Fact #5: Employment in the Bay Area’s city centers and downtowns has declined relative to the 
region. 
 
Since 1960, San Francisco’s share of regional employment has dropped from 30 percent to 
around 16 percent. Meanwhile, downtown San Francisco saw its share of regional jobs remain 
the same during the 1970s but decline from just over 12 percent to 9 percent between 1980 and 
2000. Similarly, the downtowns of Oakland and San Jose also saw declines as a share of regional 
employment. Today, the combined employment of downtowns San Francisco, San Jose, and 
Oakland accounts for just over 10 percent of regional employment. 
 



 
Employment in the Bay Area's central business districts has declined. Since 1960, San 
Francisco’s  
share of regional employment has dropped from 30 percent to around 16 percent. Meanwhile,  
downtown San Francisco saw its share of regional jobs remain the same during the 1970s but  
decline from just over 12 percent to 9 percent between 1980 and 2000. Today, the combined  
employment of downtowns San Francisco, San Jose, and Oakland accounts for just over 10 
percent  
of regional employment.  
 
 
Fact #6: At the same time, residents of San Francisco are increasingly driving to work, and often 
leaving the city for jobs elsewhere. 
 
Over the past few decades, transit commuting among San Francisco residents has declined while 
driving alone to work has increased. This change is due to both the increase in San Francisco 
residents who commute to jobs elsewhere in the region3 and as a result of perceived declines in 
the quality of local transit in San Francisco.  
 



 
Driving has replaced transit as the main commute mode for San Francisco. Over the past few  
decades, transit commuting among San Francisco residents has declined while driving alone to  
work has increased. This change is due to both the increase in San Francisco residents who 
commute  
to jobs elsewhere in the region and as a result of perceived declines in the quality of local transit 
in  
San Francisco.  
 
 
Fact #7: Most suburban employment centers will never be served well by transit. 
 
It will be difficult, if not impossible, to ever effectively serve many of our region’s suburban 
office parks with regional transit that would result in high levels of transit ridership. Most office 
parks in Silicon Valley and the East Bay are too far from Caltrain or BART to facilitate walking, 
and the development pattern of these places would make it nearly impossible to ever build a rail 
system to link the centers. Further, most of these projects offer plentiful and free parking. 
 
Fact #8: The decision about whether or not to take transit to work is more based on where one 
works, not where one lives. 
 
A recent study found that commuters are most likely to take transit to work if their job is located 
a very short walk from a transit station (particularly rail), even if they have to drive to a transit 
stop from their home.4 This conclusion means that people are more willing to walk or drive from 
home to get to transit (the origin of their trip) but they need their job (the destination) to be a 
very short walk from transit in order for them to take transit to work. This implies that it is more 
important to put jobs next to regional rail, not housing.  
 
In order to change the region’s dependence on auto-transit to work, we need to put more jobs 



near regional transit, particularly in downtown San Francisco, and other dense urban centers.  
 
But to reverse this 30-year trend, we have to acknowledge why jobs left the cities in the first 
place and what the suburban areas offered that was valued by employers and employees. 
 
Fact #9: Jobs left central cities because of “pull” factors in the suburbs and “push” factors in the 
cities. 
 
The suburbanization of work in the Bay Area was not simply the result of the failure of urban 
policy to capture growth in the core. In fact, it occurred despite some significant planning 
successes (namely the building of BART and the growth of adjacent high-density office districts 
in downtown San Francisco and Oakland).  
 
The key factors resulting in faster job growth and office development outside of San Francisco 
include “pull” factors that made the suburbs more attractive (subsidized parking and roads, lower 
wages, taxes and rents) and “push” factors that reduced the perceived benefits of the urban 
environment (higher taxes, crime, quality of public services, slower permit approvals, hostile 
political environment). Silicon Valley, of course, became its own independent growth engine due 
to the confluence of research, new technology, entrepreneurs and risk capital. 
 
These “push” and “pull” factors combined with greater federal and state investment in suburban 
infrastructure contributed to an environment where urban development and growth was not 
competing on a level playing field. Yet, SPUR believes that we are now entering an era in which 
central city employment growth will be more competitive as the suburban areas lose some of 
their perceived benefits. We now see that strict control of parking supply in cities creates better 
urban spaces and many now appreciate a more urban experience made possible by less 
automobile parking. That change, in turn, improves the quality of public space, as more 
pedestrians create a perception of safety, leading to reduced fears of crime.  
 
Meanwhile, many of the initial advantages of the suburbs have decreased. Roads are congested 
and commutes are longer. Gas prices are unpredictable and likely to increase dramatically over 
time, thus making car-oriented commutes less affordable. Taxes have gone up as suburban 
communities struggle to pay for services. The decentralization of work has made many suburban 
communities more isolated from each other.  
 
These factors are beginning to provide further evidence of the benefits of a transit-rich central 
business district with access to a broad pool of labor. As regional employment grows, the 
knowledge industries that were most likely to move to the suburbs are also the ones that are the 
most natural fit in the CBDs. This is where the competitive advantage of the CBD lies. 
 
THE SOLUTION: EXPANDING OUR DYNAMIC, TRANSIT-SERVED CENTRAL 
BUSINESS DISTRICTS 
 
While the last 30 years saw the rise of suburban job centers, we are entering a carbon-
constrained era, which will place new constraints on pollution and driving and thus reinforce the 
chief benefits of dense transit-rich downtown central business districts. The following are the 



chief environmental, economic and equity benefits of central business districts: 
 
1. The central business district is the most environmentally sustainable employment form for a 
large workforce. 
 
The proximity of firms to their workforce, clients and collaborators located in central business 
districts creates enormous environmental benefits and increases energy efficiency. Dense 
employment nodes are easier to serve via transit, and higher transit use means fewer vehicle 
miles traveled (and lower emissions of greenhouse gasses such as carbon dioxide).  
 
2. Central business districts offer key economic benefits. 

 The high concentration of knowledge workers supports the highly collaborative nature 
of service business. The general idea is that face-to-face contact, co-production, and the 
exchange of ideas and know-how occur with more immediacy and at lower costs in the 
compact CBD, where the distances between firms are the shortest. This is particularly 
true for businesses that rely on negotiation and conferring (legal services, finance) and for 
those who value “tacit knowledge” gathered from face-to-face interactions.5 

 Because of its location and transportation infrastructure, the CBD typically is the 
place in a region most accessible to the widest range of the labor force. As a result, 
employers who seek the widest range of talent are best served by locating in the CBD. 
Further, the quality of life amenities of a CBD and the surrounding urban neighborhoods 
are attractive to a globally competitive workforce.6 

 The CBD also has “soft powers” such as being the traditional gateway to the region. 
When foreign visitors come to a region, they often are introduced to the region by visiting 
the central business district of the city center. 

 

 

When will we run out of land for new office buildings under current zoning? 

Whenever planners gaze into the crystal ball of future population changes, we face the dilemma 
of whether to project forward using past trends (which some call “prediction”) or to postulate 
scenarios that are better than past trends (which some call “policy-based planning”). The 
projections we use predicts how quickly we will fill up the remaining zoned capacity downtown. 
SPUR’s analysis reveals that even the most conservative assumptions show that by 2035, 
downtown San Francisco’s need for more office space will exceed available capacity. If we 
apply the more aggressive smart growth projections, San Francisco could run out of zoned 
capacity in only a few years. 



 

 
While the length of real estate cycles — both downturns and upticks — ultimately will shape 
how quickly the demand is met, unless more land is made available for new office development, 
downtown San Francisco will run out of land for new jobs. This will then shift the burden of job 
creation to other areas of the city and region that have significantly worse regional transit 
service. Ultimately, regardless of whether San Francisco adds 100,000 or 350,000 jobs over the 
next generation, all projections point to the city adding significant new employment. The full 
extent of growth in San Francisco relative to the rest of the region will, of course, be driven 
primarily by policy decisions made in San Francisco and other communities in the region over 
the next few decades. 

 
3. Thriving CBDs are also an important part of achieving regional equity. 

 

 Adding jobs and transit links to the CBD increases employment opportunities for a 
wide range of local and regional residents due to the accessibility of the CBD to many 
communities. Further, because of the high concentration of work, if workers lose a job at 
one employer, it is more likely they can find another similar job in the same place 
without disrupting their overall commute. 

 The CBD offers many living-wage jobs that do not require college degrees, particularly 
in the larger firms with expanded organizational charts. 

 Land zoned for dense office use adjacent to the CBD will likely support more light 
industrial businesses and jobs than if it remains zoned only for traditional light industrial 
uses. This is due to the far higher density of work in an office district relative to an 
industrial district, and the extent to which the office activity produces tremendous 
demand for light industrial suppliers and employees in occupations such as construction, 
installation, repair, production and transportation. 

 Expanding the CBD means more unionized jobs in construction and building 
services, as CBDs have significantly higher unionization rates and pay scales than 
suburban office parks. More jobs in a CBD means more union workers, which means that 
most janitors and construction workers will have higher pay and benefits than they would 
in other places. 



THE CONSTRAINTS: ZONING LIMITS AND TRANSIT CAPACITIES IN DOWNTOWN 
SAN FRANCISCO 
 
Downtown San Francisco, as currently planned and regulated, is almost built out. That is, we 
have little zoned land left for new office space. At the same time, our transit system is operating 
at or near capacity at the key Embarcadero and Montgomery BART stations, and it faces other 
limits in the near future. If we agree that we need to grow downtown San Francisco in order to 
slow regional job sprawl and increase regional transit ridership to work, we must understand 
these constraints and work to resolve them.  
 
The Zoning Constraint: Downtown San Francisco is running out of zoned space for jobs. 
 
As a city, we have made a decision through zoning to limit office growth downtown. Under 
current zoning, downtown San Francisco has nearly reached its build-out. There is only zoned 
capacity for between 4 million and 13 million square feet of additional office space. At the low 
end, this is equivalent to less than three buildings the size of the 52-story Bank of America 
building, or five buildings the size of the 42-story building at 50 Fremont Street. 
 
In order to accommodate job growth for the next generation, we will need to reconsider and 
modify some of the principles and realities that have guided the growth of our downtown for the 
past generation: 

 Keeping office buildings out of the neighborhoods north and west of downtown. Our 
downtown plan and zoning codes permit high-density employment and office uses only 
in certain portions of downtown, and restrict growth in all directions. 

 Urban form restrictions, or “skyline sculpting.” The urban design guidelines in San 
Francisco cover much more than building form. They also are based on principles related 
to the shape of the city’s skyline from various vantage points. These principles affect 
growth by specifically reducing the height of buildings in key places where the skyline is 
supposed to have “valleys” in between “saddles,” such as Folsom Street. 

 Building form restrictions, or floor area ratio. In addition to height restrictions, the 
key variable shaping a building’s size and density is its “floor area ratio.” The FAR is the 
ratio of the total floor area of a building to the size of the parcel of land on which it is 
built. The FAR limits in many ways are more restrictive than the height limits. For 
example, even if a site is zoned to allow a 300-foot building, it is possible that only a 
200-foot building can be built because the FAR is 8:1 and the lot configuration does not 
permit a taller building. 

 Capping the amount of new office space. Under the provisions of Proposition M, which 
city voters approved in 1986, San Francisco limits the amount of new office space to 
950,000 total square feet per year (875,000 square feet of “large” office space). Put 
another way, Prop. M limits office job growth to around 3,200 new jobs per year. 
 
One of the impacts of Prop. M is that it has leveled out the boom and bust cycles of the 
local real estate market. As a result, San Francisco has experienced less dramatic real 
estate busts since its passage because it limits the market’s ability to overbuild during 
economic booms. At the same time, it has driven up the cost of rents and sent a signal to 



the regional marketplace that San Francisco is not interested in significant job growth and 
development. In the future, it will not be possible to maintain our 16 percent share of 
regional employment without building more than is allowed under Prop. M. If we want to 
reduce regional job sprawl, the Prop. M growth cap must be amended. 

 Confronting market limitations on planners who cannot compel landowners to build 
to the plan. Another limitation on the amount of space built in San Francisco is less a 
planning principle and more a reality of city planning in a market environment. The 
market, via the developers, lenders and potential tenants decides how much space to build 
on each parcel, not city planners. And there are few tools to compel a developer to build 
up to the allowable zoning on a site.  
 
This means that buildings have been proposed, financed, and developed that were far 
smaller than the allowable zoned capacity.  
 
Over the next few years this will remain an ongoing challenge, as there may be increased 
pressure from lenders seeking to force developers to build smaller office buildings (or 
"right-size") to reduce their risk. 

 Promoting the creation of a mixed-use downtown. The office core and its expansion 
into the South of Market area was conceived in the Downtown Plan to be developed 
predominantly with office space, with new residential areas created adjacent to but not 
within the office district. Residential uses were not prohibited, but because economic 
feasibility strongly favored office use, controls over the extent of residential development 
that would be permitted on the office core was not deemed necessary. 

This began to shift in the 1990s when high-rise residential development became more 
economically feasible, a time when the office market was still working off a large vacancy rate 
from the 1980s. As a consequence, since the late 1990s many sites that would have made prime 
sites for office development were developed with housing, such as The Four Seasons Hotel on 
Market and Grant streets and the Millennium Tower at Mission and Fremont streets.  
 
Since then, office construction downtown has accounted for a far lower share of total uses 
compared with non-office uses. As a result of these changes, downtown San Francisco has 
increasingly become a “Central Social District”7 of entertainment venues, hotels and residential 
uses. The growth of these other uses has begun to affect the expansion of the Central Business 
District — that is, the office core. This change in downtown was partly the result of a planning 
consensus arguing for creating a more mixed-use office core, which incorporates housing, 
entertainment, and other uses.  
 
In addition, the rise of a downtown CSD, particularly the residential component, may have an 
unintended consequence of new residents becoming opponents of future development — 
whether housing or jobs — because of traditional concerns about traffic and views. This is a 
similar challenge to what is experienced in nightlife districts within and near downtown. It 
suggests that there might be appropriate places to restrict residential development in order to 
maintain an appropriate concentration of other uses, such as nightclubs or office buildings, which 
could coexist to make a 24-hour district.  
 



SUMMARY 
 
Many of these concepts were codified in the 1985 Downtown Plan, one of the landmarks in 
American planning history and the document that, along with Proposition M, brought about a 
long-standing truce in the downtown growth wars. In many ways, the plan has been fulfilled. We 
believe it is now time to create a new Downtown Plan that builds on the past; incorporates new 
insights into placemaking, economic development, and sustainability; and lays the groundwork 
for another quarter-century of city-building. 
 
The Transportation Constraint: Our regional transportation system is nearing capacity at key 
points downtown. 
 
Just as San Francisco is running out of land to add new office buildings, we also are running out 
of capacity on our transportation system. Adding capacity is necessary in order for downtown 
San Francisco to grow. 
 
Understanding transportation capacity requires a review of the constraints imposed by each 
means of transportation and by the directions from which commuters arrive at their jobs, as well 
as when people travel to and from work. 
 
As we add new jobs into downtown, we need to ensure that the new employees can get to and 
from their places of employment without adding unneeded congestion and pollution. Given the 
focus of this report on applying the transit-rich CBD model of an employment center as part of 
our local response to climate change, we need to ensure that as few employees as possible arrive 
via private automobile. We can do this easily by policy — by favoring transit investment over 
highway expansion. 
 
In particular, given that about half of employee trips into downtown occur in the peak hours of 
the day, we need to make sure that we have sufficient capacity during these peak hours when our 
system is most constrained. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE EAST BAY COMMUTE 
 
Today, there are 130,000 commuters who come to downtown San Francisco from the East Bay, 
or 38 percent of all commuters. The vast majority of these commuters are funneled through two 
facilities: the Bay Bridge (drivers and buses) and the BART-Transbay Tube. Ferries are a small 
share of peak-hour commutes and will continue to be a small share. The capacity issues are 
different for the Bay Bridge and BART system, but both have strict capacity limits.  
 
Bay Bridge 
 
Today, during the morning and afternoon peak commute time, there are more drivers than spaces 
on the Bay Bridge. As a result, Caltrans has created a metering system at the Bay Bridge and 
gridlock spills out onto city streets in San Francisco. Even if carpooling on the bridge were to 
increase beyond current levels, San Francisco cannot accommodate more vehicles on the street in 
the peak period or in downtown parking garages, regardless of origin.  



 
Buses/Transbay Transit Center 
 
Fortunately, we can increase regional access to downtown San Francisco with the new Transbay 
Transit Center that will replace the current Transbay Terminal. The new Transbay Transit Center 
will have a practical capacity of about 350 buses per hour and could result in total capacity of 
about 18,000 passengers per hour, an increase of about 15,000. From a capacity perspective, the 
new bus terminal is comparable to another BART station. 
 
Unfortunately, it will not be possible to take full advantage of this new transit capacity if the 
additional buses are stuck in traffic on the Bay Bridge. As a result, SPUR recommends 
establishing a bus-only, peak-hour contraflow lane. This means that when most traffic is heading 
into San Francisco, a lane on the lower deck would be set aside for the exclusive use of transbay 
buses heading into downtown San Francisco.  
 
BART 
 
The other significant capacity limit is on BART. For BART, the capacity concerns are twofold: 
total ridership along the line and platform capacity at the stations.  
 
BART has a maximum one-way line capacity of about 33,000 passengers in each direction. 
Currently, BART carries about 18,000 passengers in its peak hour between the East Bay and San 
Francisco. BART therefore has a latent potential capacity of about 15,000 additional passengers 
per hour from the East Bay. However, when station capacity is considered, key downtown 
BART stations reach capacity sooner, and we thus may not be able to accommodate this much 
growth downtown under the current system.  
 
Beyond BART, if we want to accommodate additional growth from East Bay transit commuters, 
we can make use of the Transbay Terminal, which has a total capacity for 18,000 workers in the 
peak hour, an increase of 15,000 beyond today.  
 
After we reach capacity on the transit system, San Francisco needs to have a new transbay rail 
tube to provide access for the next generation of workers. In the interim period, downtown would 
rely on BART’s latent capacity (with a new train control system) and Transbay bus capacity to 
meet the year-to-year growth in demand.  
 



 
Montgomery and Embarcadero BART stations are already processing about 9,000 to 10,000 
passengers at each station in the afternoon peak hour. Based on platform size, there is 
essentially no more capacity at Embarcadero, and additional capacity at Montgomery to 
accommodate about 5,000 more passengers per hour in both directions. Powell and Civic Center 
Stations are the same size as Montgomery, with far fewer riders. Powell has a theoretical 
capacity for 8,000 more transit riders and Civic Center can accommodate nearly 9,000 
additional peak-hour riders.  
 

 
While studies show that the BART commute into downtown San Francisco has a latent line 
capacity of approximately 15,000 riders, there is far less capacity at key stations. Boarding 
platforms and paths into and out of the Montgomery and Embarcadero stations are extremely 
congested, especially during the morning and evening rush hours.  
 
 



IMPLICATIONS FOR INTRA-SAN FRANCISCO COMMUTES 
 
Similar to the East Bay, by 2030 there could be an additional 30,000 peak hour commuters 
accessing downtown San Francisco from within the city. Currently, transit access is provided by 
three modes: Muni Metro light rail, Muni buses and BART. Given the extensive road network in 
San Francisco, we do not assume any capacity constraints for walking and biking. Still, we 
recognize that capturing a growing share of either mode will require investments.  
 
BART 
 
BART’s station capacity problems for East Bay commuters into downtown San Francisco also 
apply to intra-San Francisco and Peninsula commuters, even though they only make up 20 
percent (8,000 people each) of commuters getting off at Embarcadero or Montgomery Street 
stations.  
 
Muni Metro and bus service 
 
The Muni Metro system carries tens of thousands of commuters through the Market Street 
Subway from its five light rail lines (K, L, M, N and T). Muni Metro’s capacity challenges 
involve operational challenges, not system capacity. This means that Muni could accommodate 
more riders on longer trains if they had sufficient drivers, supervisors and rail cars. However, if 
Muni were to run more trains through the tube, it could not necessarily turn them around in time 
at Embarcadero to keep up with rider demand. Further, the use of longer trains in the tunnel is a 
challenge as these trains would be longer than the size of the station platforms in the western 
neighborhoods and would subsequently block intersections.  
 
Regarding Muni’s bus service: The TEP (Transportation Effectiveness Project) as it is 
implemented will go a long way to increase capacity for Muni through faster, more reliable, and 
more frequent service on its busiest lines. It is critical that the improvements called for in the 
TEP be implemented to meet the growing needs for transit from San Francisco to downtown.  
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PENINSULA COMMUTES 
 
Similar to the North Bay, the capacity on the Peninsula/South Bay transportation system is 
greater than current and projected demand. This is based on significant latent capacity on the 
Caltrain system, the ability to add additional bus service, and new capacity from proposed 
modifications in the BART train system. There are currently 45,000 total commuters from the 
Peninsula and South Bay into downtown San Francisco. With 28,000 people arriving via car, the 
transit-mode share of these commuters into downtown San Francisco is approximately 37 
percent. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR NORTH BAY COMMUTE 
 
There are currently 25,000 daily transit commuters to downtown San Francisco that arrive via 
the Golden Gate Bridge corridor or ferries from the North Bay. The North Bay commute has a 
transit-mode share of 32 percent with 8,000 arriving on bus and 3,000 on ferry.  



 
There is currently excess capacity from the North Bay on all systems — Golden Gate Bridge, 
Golden Gate Transit bus service, and the Ferry system from Larkspur, Sausalito, and Tiburon. 
Most future growth in demand coming from the North Bay could be well-served by planned 
increases in ferry and bus service.  
 
In short, the North Bay commute into San Francisco is not a capacity constraint on the growth of 
downtown. In fact, shifting some of the growth in commuters from the East Bay to new housing 
built in Marin County could yield additional years of transit capacity into downtown before new 
infrastructure is needed. One promising option to pursue is redeveloping California State Prison, 
San Quentin into a dense neighborhood with direct access to a relocated Larkspur ferry terminal 
and a 25-minute commute to San Francisco. (It is important to note that the sufficient capacity 
from the Peninsula is contingent on the extension of Caltrain to the Transbay Transit Center.)  
 
SUMMARY 
 
The regional transportation system brings workers from throughout the region into downtown 
San Francisco, and the majority of these workers arrive on transit or other non-auto travel. Based 
on SPUR’s analysis, the East Bay commute into downtown San Francisco is the most 
constrained. This corridor represents about 40 percent of the area from which downtown 
commuters originate and will reach capacity over the next 25 to 30 years. It is critical to develop 
a long-range plan to address this critical corridor — a plan that includes incremental, phased 
improvements that each are useful on their own, along with the financing stream that will deliver 
the long-term goal.  
 
The Peninsula corridor is a critical strategic link, one that San Francisco has ignored for too long. 
With the proposed Caltrain extension, the capacity of our transit system to serve commuters from 
San Mateo and Santa Clara counties will increase dramatically, while also connecting South Bay 
industries and city services. Finally, the North Bay could contribute to the Bay Area’s 
sustainability goals if infill sites are properly developed and well connected to San Francisco and 
the region.  
 
SPUR'S RECOMMENDATIONS: HOW TO CREATE THE DOWNTOWN OF THE FUTURE 
 
Planning a downtown for the next generation will require expanding its boundaries and making 
strategic investments in our transportation system. This new downtown will provide significant 
new employment opportunities for residents of the city and region, needed revenue for local 
services, and improved local and regional mobility. It will also help us to reduce the region’s 
reliance on automobile trips to work. SPUR believes we can build such a downtown in a way 
that continues our emphasis on livability and other human qualities.  
 
All of SPUR’s recommendations on how to secure the best possible future for downtown San 
Francisco are based on an assumption that at a minimum, San Francisco should retain its share of 
regional jobs. However, if San Francisco is to meet smart growth and carbon emission reduction 
targets, we need to capture an even greater share of regional office and employment growth. This 
will involve major changes beyond the level with which San Francisco typically is comfortable. 



But we think these changes are necessary for both the city and region, and bring great benefits to 
city residents.  
 
Land use and zoning: Updating the Downtown Plan 
 
In general, SPUR is calling for focusing office growth within the existing office core, and then in 
areas contiguous with the core that remain close to regional transit. We reassert the importance 
of a dense, walkable central business district and call for loosening land-use rules that restrict 
increases in employment density or prevent the expansion of a larger office district. 
 
We are, however, mindful of the urban design guidelines and restrictions that have shaped the 
form of growth in downtown and adjacent areas. None of the core principles of livability need be 
sacrificed.  
 
All of SPUR’s recommendations assume that San Francisco will need to revisit its current 
Downtown Plan. This plan has succeeded, but it needs to be updated and expanded to guide San 
Francisco in how to meet regional smart growth projections. SPUR urges the Planning 
Department and City government at large to take seriously the question of where our future jobs 
will go. In particular, SPUR believes that San Francisco should put as many jobs as possible 
within a short walk of our regional rail stations, particularly downtown.  
 
The land use and zoning recommendations fall within five main concepts: 
 
CONCEPT #1: SAN FRANCISCO NEEDS TO ACCOMMODATE MORE OFFICE 
DEVELOPMENT IN THE EXISTING DOWNTOWN OFFICE DISTRICT. 
 
Implementing this concept will require changes to allow more density — that is, more height and 
greater floor area ratios, or the amount of floor area of buildings relative to the area of their lots 
— on carefully selected sites in the downtown office core. SPUR also recommends slight 
modifications to historic preservation rules, such as allowing taller buildings on some parcels not 
believed to be worthy of preservation within Conservation Districts. Finally, to make effective 
use of the dwindling number of office sites near BART, SPUR suggests exploring the policy of 
establishing minimum heights or floor area ratios for key buildings located immediately adjacent 
to transit.  
 
CONCEPT #2: EXPAND THE HIGH-DENSITY OFFICE CORE TO CONTIGUOUS 
AREAS. 
 
Expanding the downtown office core will require the expansion of the compact and walkable 
form of the current office core to the south and southwest. SPUR believes that San Francisco 
should allow a limited number of new mid- to high-rise office buildings in the portion of the 
retail district adjacent to the office district. In addition, high-density office development should 
be allowed in areas adjacent to the downtown office core, which now are primarily reserved for 
high-rise housing. The two areas immediately south of downtown that could accommodate 
offices are the area around the Transbay Terminal, and Rincon Hill. 
 



CONCEPT #3: ALLOW HIGH-DENSITY OFFICES IN AREAS OUTSIDE OF OUR 
CURRENT DOWNTOWN OFFICE DISTRICT WHICH ARE WELL SERVED BY 
TRANSIT. 
 
A number of areas just beyond the current office core have sufficient transit service to support a 
dense employment district, or will have it soon. Some of these areas are zoned for office uses but 
have restrictions on height and other factors that limit their potential for employment growth. 
Other areas do not permit office uses today, but have done so in the past or appropriately could 
be rezoned to accommodate offices. Among all of SPUR’s land-use recommendations, the 
rezoning of these areas will provide San Francisco with the most substantial increase in office 
capacity. These areas include Mid-Market, Fourth Street and Market/Van Ness. Over the long 
run, an employment district could be created along a new SOMA subway line. 
 
CONCEPT #4: REDUCE THE COMPETITION BETWEEN HOUSING AND OFFICE 
USES DOWNTOWN, ESPECIALLY ON SITES NEAR REGIONAL TRANSIT NODES. 
 
Mixing housing and offices in the same downtown areas remains a desirable development 
pattern. However, there are places where maintaining a viable office district conflicts with 
adding downtown housing. As a result, SPUR recommends that office uses should be given 
priority over other uses on large sites in the existing and expanded office district. We also 
recognize the need to add significantly to the city’s housing stock, particularly in areas well 
served by transit. Our goal is to reduce competition for the remaining space on the few sites close 
to regional rail, while still accommodating increases in both jobs and housing citywide. 
 
CONCEPT #5: MODIFY CITYWIDE RESTRICTIONS TO ENSURE SAN FRANCISCO 
CAN CAPTURE A GROWING SHARE OF REGIONAL EMPLOYMENT. 
 
SPUR believes San Francisco must revise the Proposition M limits on annual office growth to 
enable San Francisco to meet regional smart growth and carbon emission reductions targets. We 
also call for developing an approach to historic preservation that allows greater density on sites 
that do not contain the most important historic resources, while protecting the existing scale of 
sites that do contain these resources. 
 
Transportation: Transit, bicycling and streets 
 
Expanding employment in downtown San Francisco requires adding capacity to an already 
stretched transportation system. This involves bringing more people into downtown on current 
and future transit systems, shifting more commuters to other climate friendly modes such as 
bicycling and walking, and continuing and expanding our effective management of auto travel 
into and through downtown. SPUR seeks a transportation infrastructure that accommodates an 
increasing share of trips on transit and other non-automobile modes. As a result, we are applying 
the logic that we should add jobs first to the places best served by transit — and make the 
necessary investments to expand the capacity of the existing transit system to accommodate 
more riders. Next, we should create new transit to bring workers to an expanded office core. As 
we identify suitable areas further from the current office and transit core, we must continue to 
apply our successful parking management policies. We also must support the use of non-



motorized modes at each of these stages. 
 
CONCEPT #1: MAKE IMMEDIATE INVESTMENTS IN THE EXISTING TRANSIT 
INFRASTRUCTURE TO CARRY MORE WORKERS TO AND FROM DOWNTOWN 
SAN FRANCISCO. 
 
The first concept is to make investments to increase capacity in the current system. SPUR calls 
for investing in new systems to add more trains to BART lines and more riders on the trains. 
This will require installing a new train control system and reconfiguring existing cars for more 
capacity. SPUR also recommends expanding transbay bus service. To more effectively move 
people within San Francisco, it is vital to implement Muni’s Transit Effectiveness Project 
recommendations for faster service. To bring in more workers from the Peninsula and South 
Bay, SPUR recommends electrifying Caltrain and upgrading its tracks. Finally, we support better 
storage of and expanded service by Golden Gate Transit buses and ferries. 
 
CONCEPT #2: MAKE INVESTMENTS IN THE CURRENT TRANSIT SYSTEM OVER 
THE NEXT FIVE TO 15 YEARS TO INCREASE CAPACITY OF THE LINES AND 
STATIONS. 
 
These recommendations include: 

 Expanding station capacity for BART trains by installing glass platform screen doors 
(similar to those used on many airport people movers), and by excavating the station wall 
to accommodate wider platforms. 

 Building a new three-track turnback for BART trains (at BART’s temporary terminus on 
West SOMA) between the Civic Center and 16th and Mission stations. This will allow 
BART to store malfunctioning trains or quickly remove delays from service. 

 Establishing a formal coordination of the current AC Transit transbay bus service with 
BART. To ensure that the expanded bus service does not sit in traffic on an increasingly 
congested bridge, SPUR recommends developing and implementing a morning peak 
period contraflow lane on the Bay Bridge. 

 Improving the Market Street subway to accommodate more Muni Metro riders and trains. 
These measures include improving the turnaround time of trains ending at Embarcadero 
Station, converting current rail cars to low-floor vehicles and operating longer trains in 
the subway. 

 Extending Caltrain from Fourth and Townsend streets to the new Transbay Transit 
Center. This will expand capacity from the Peninsula and South Bay. 

 Expanding ferry capacity in San Francisco and linking the Larkspur ferry with new 
Sonoma/Marin Area Rapid Transit (SMART). 

CONCEPT #3: BUILD NEW TRANSIT LINES TO BRING MORE WORKERS TO AN 
EXPANDED DOWNTOWN. 
 
The third concept that would bring more non-auto commuters to and from an expanded 
downtown San Francisco is to add capacity by building new transit lines.  
 



SPUR recommends that we plan and build a new subway line through the South of Market area. 
It is probable that such a new subway line could be implemented incrementally, starting with the 
turnback, and would eventually link up with a second Transbay Tube to the East Bay. The new 
tube should accommodate four tracks in order to include BART and commuter rail.  
 
SPUR believes that either Folsom or Townsend streets would be appropriate for the new 
alignment, although there are serious pros and cons of each. The new regional subway line 
should run under at least one of these two corridors. 
 
Finally, to accommodate more growth in San Francisco, SPUR recommends expanding Muni 
service with new light rail and bus rapid transit lines into and through downtown San Francisco. 
 
San Francisco should proceed with proposed bus rapid transit lines on Van Ness Avenue and 
Geary Street, and in the future should proceed with BRT on other important routes, such as 16th 
Street, Folsom and Seventh Street. An expansion of the Central Subway to the Presidio, as SPUR 
already supports, is another important improvement to expand capacity.  
 
CONCEPT #4: INCREASE THE USE OF BICYCLING AND WALKING INTO 
DOWNTOWN. 
 
Transportation funds should be distributed to better accommodate transportation methods other 
than the automobile. In part, this means creating more pedestrian friendly streets where few cars 
travel, such as on Powell Street from Market Street to Union Square. SPUR also recommends 
providing more capacity for bicycling into downtown. Adding capacity also means adding more 
bike parking. Future office developments should be required to provide secure bicycle parking. 
SPUR also recommends providing more pedestrian access into and around downtown.  
 
CONCEPT #5: USE MARKET-BASED TOOLS TO MANAGE ROADWAYS AND 
PARKING TO EXPAND CAPACITY AND ACCOMMODATE MORE TRIPS. 
 
San Francisco has limited space on its roadways and land. As a result, it has to carefully manage 
the use of the roadways and space within new development in order to accommodate more 
workers and visitors downtown. SPUR recommends implementing market-based pricing of 
parking spaces, such as expanding the pilot SF Park program. Travel on bridges and highways 
also should be priced according to the time of day — by adjusting bridge tolls and adding toll 
facilities at the city border on the two southern highways — U.S. Highway 101 and Interstate 
Highway 280.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Over the past several decades, growth in the Bay Area has distributed an increasing number of 
jobs to locations far from transit. This pattern cannot continue if we wish to meet regional 
climate change goals. The necessary alternative is to increase the number of jobs in the region 
that are directly accessible by transit, preferably regional transit.  
 
This means channeling significant new job growth into our existing city centers, and particularly 



in San Francisco. Economic growth and job growth in San Francisco’s downtown knowledge 
economy is good for the city’s environment, economy and social equity.  
 
However, downtown San Francisco is running out of space for continued growth in office 
development. By some estimates, there is less than 13 million square feet of zoned capacity for 
office space in the downtown core. Further, the regional transit system bringing workers into 
downtown has major capacity constraints in key places.  
 
If we accept the notion that adding transit-accessible jobs in downtown San Francisco is an 
effective response to climate change, then we must make changes to prepare the downtown area 
to capture a growing share of regional jobs. 
 
San Francisco could choose to not allow the city to grow. Or we could give up on the downtown 
as a place for most of the job growth in San Francisco. But that would mean shrinking job 
opportunities for city residents and would render the region unable to meet its emissions targets. 
This no-growth direction for San Francisco would also lower the economic competitiveness of 
the region. The Bay Area needs a downtown San Francisco that is growing and healthy. 
 
To accommodate this additional growth, we may need to modify some of the assumptions 
underlying the planning principles that have governed and shaped the city’s growth. We also 
need a new downtown plan to properly plan for the future. If we allow low-density housing or 
other uses with a low employment density to take root in the downtown area, we run the risk of 
severely hobbling San Francisco’s options for the future. 
 
As we move forward to meet the future of downtown San Francisco, SPUR recognizes that even 
if we are able to secure the public, political and economic will to expand the downtown area, the 
changes that are necessary to maintain the vigor of the city and its downtown cannot be 
considered successful unless we also maintain the human and pedestrian-oriented features that 
grace the downtown area today. That is part of the magic of San Francisco — a magic that easily 
can be accommodated amid a growing and evolving city.  
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