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Planning Tools: General Plan
Commerce and industry Recreation and Open space Transportation

Urban Design Environmental Protection Community Facilities Community Safety

Arts Air Quality Area PlansHousing

a comprehensive 
document guiding 
decisions by every 
City agency and 
affecting all aspects 
of everyday life.



The Planning Department: Divisions

Environmental Planning
Analysis of plans and projects 
regarding potential environmental 
impacts on the City and its residents, 
as required under CEQA.

Office of Commission Affairs
Supports the core functions of the 
Planning Commission and the Historic 
Preservation Commission. 

Citywide Planning
Policy development for 
neighborhoods and the City at-large 
on topics including transportation, 
design, land use, and sustainability.

Administration
Finance, human resources, 
operations, and information 
technology.

Current Planning
Development assessment, including 
architectural review, code 
compliance, interpretation, and 
enforcement, and aspects of historic 
preservation.

Community equity
Addressing racial and social 
inequities; engaging with vulnerable 
communities.



Planning Tools: Planning Code

 Specific, objective regulations derived 
from the General Plan

 2,000 pages of controls, including:

LAND USE Density

Building mass & Sculpting Signage

Height & Bulk

Fees & Procedures



Planning Tools: Zoning Maps 

Zoning Districts

There are over 100 
zoning districts in 
the City.

Special Use
Districts

Overlays that place 
special restrictions 
or allowances on 
specific parcels.

Height

Most of the City is 
zoned for 40 feet in 
height.

Other Maps

• Preservation 
Districts

• Coastal Zones

• Special Sign 
Districts



Zoning Map



Zoning Categories

• Neighborhood Commercial 
(NC-1)

• Commercial (C-2)
• Residential (RH-1)
• LCU / NCU
• Public (P)
• Mixed Use (WMUG)



Mission
Alcoholic Beverage Sale 
Limitations

North Beach
Size of storefronts

Special Use Districts (SUD)

Taraval Street
Restaurant count limits

Hayes Valley

Formula Retail prohibitions



What we 
regulate
 Size

 Formula Retail

 Hours of Operation

 Use type

 Location (floor)

 Accessory uses

 Storefront Transparency

 Signage



Formula Retail

• Array of Merchandise
• Trademark
• Servicemark
• Décor
• Color Scheme
• Façade
• Uniform Apparel
• Signage

11 or more locations worldwide

Standardized Features



San Francisco 
Property 

Information 
Map (PIM)



Definitions
Planning Code Section 102



Use Permissions

Not 
Permitted

Principally 
Permitted

Conditional 
Use   {CUA}



Zoning Table



Neighborhood Notification and Input





Community Business 
Priority Processing 
Program

CB3P



The Planning Department  Volume of Work 
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Serving the Public: The Planning Counter @ The Permit Center

The Planning Counter is the 
Department’s public face, 
where staff answer zoning 
questions, intake 
applications, and approve 
over-the-counter permits. 

49 South Van ness
Centralized one-stop permit center for 
all building and construction activities. 
Opened Summer 2020.



Serving the Public:  49 South Van Ness Avenue

39,000 feet on the 2nd level: 
the City's new consolidated Permit Center

A “One-Stop Shop” for permits to provide a better permitting 
experience to City residents and business owners.

DBI, Planning, Fire, Public Works, Public Utilities, Public Health, the 
Entertainment Commission, the Office of Small Business and seven 
other City agencies working together under one roof.



The importance of small business

Small business is the 
backbone of our economy

They make up 90% of 
San Francisco businesses

They employ more than 
half our workforce 



Small Process 
Interventions
We’ve made lots of small efforts: 

 Expanded the Community Business Priority 
Processing Program (CB3P)

 Flex retail

 Pop up retail

 Removed 311 for principally permitted uses

 Reduced buffers

 Allowed restaurants to have outdoor dining 
areas

 Removed restroom requirements for to go only

 Eliminated duplicative inspections



Proposition H/SBRA goals

Streamline
permitting process

Fill vacant 
storefronts

Support arts and 
non-profit uses



311 Neighborhood Notification

Where principally permitted uses 
never required 311 notice

Disclaimer: Please use this map as an estimate

Where principally permitted uses no 
longer require 311 notice (Prop H)



First Year Free and SBRA

All principally permitted 
storefront commercial 

permits

Permits that need 
additional approvals 
(i.e. Conditional Use 
Authorization from 

Planning)

Business 
registration fees

License fees

Ground floor 
commercial permits

Existing businesses 
going into new 

locations with less than 
$5M in gross receipts

New businesses

SBRA FYF



Traditional Permitting Process



Solution: One System



New Service

https://sf.gov/step-by-step/
get-your-small-business-
permits-30-day-review

https://sf.gov/step-by-step/get-your-small-business-permits-30-day-review


New Service



Electronic Plan Review



A look at the numbers

300+
applicants have 
used the portal 

39%
identify as women 
or LGBTQ+ 
business owners

14 days vs. 
months
Approvals take 14 
days on average vs. 
previously 6-9 months 
at Planning then 
another 2 months with 
other departments 

100%
of permits in the 
program are approved 
within 30 days

1200+
Businesses have 
obtained building 
permits this year



Bridget Hicks
Senior Planner
San Francisco Planning

Bridget.Hicks@sfgov.org
www.sfplanning.org

THANK YOU
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