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PLANNING CODE AMENDMENT 
The proposed Ordinance would amend the San Francisco Planning Code by amending Section 608.14 
regarding the authorization of the restoration, reconstruction, maintenance, and technological 
improvement of historic signs; adopting findings, including environmental findings, Planning Code 
Section 302 findings, and findings of consistency with the General Plan and Planning Code Section 101.1. 
 
The Way It Is Now:  
Planning Code Section 608.14 provides that the Planning Commission may authorize the restoration, 
reconstruction, maintenance, and technological improvement of a historic sign through the Conditional 
Use procedure. A historic sign is defined as one which depicts, in text or graphic form, a particular 
residential, business, cultural, economic, recreational, or other valued resource that the Commission finds 
to be of historic value and contributes to the visual identity and historic character of the City. The sign 
must (1) depict a use, person, place, thing, cultural icon, or other valued character or characteristic of the 
City, (2) be located within a historic sign district, (2) be at least 40 years old, (3) not visually obstruct or 
significantly detract from a City landmark or public vista, (4) not be larger than or appear to be more 
visually prominent than the sign that previously existed, and (5) is maintained in good condition, repair 
and working order. 
 
The Way It Would Be:  
This legislation would amend Section 608.14 to delete the requirement that the proposed historic sign be 
located within a historic sign district and allow signs that contribute to the visual identity and historic 
character of a City neighborhood in addition to the City as a whole. Once authorized by the Planning 
Commission as a historic sign, the sign would not be subject to the other requirements of Article 6. 
However, other than the addition of a frame to a painted wall sign, any change of copy from the historic 
copy, or any enlargement or alteration would be considered an abandonment of the historic sign 
authorization and the sign would then be considered a new sign subject to all the requirements of Article 
6. Unless the application for the sign is required to be referred to the Historic Preservation Commission 
by the Charter or the Planning Code, it need not be referred. However, the Department may refer the 
application to that Commission for an advisory opinion. 
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REQUIRED COMMISSION ACTION 
The proposed Ordinance  is  before  the Commission  so  that  it may  recommend  adoption,  rejection,  or 
adoption with modifications to the Board of Supervisors. 

RECOMMENDATION 
The  Department  recommends  that  the  Commission  recommend  approval with modifications  of  the 
proposed Ordinance with modifications to include: 

1. Change  the  name  of  signs  covered  under  this  Code  section  from  ‘Historic  Sign’  to 
‘Commemorative Sign.’ 

2. Remove the last sentence from the Referral to Historic Preservation Commission  section, which 
says: “However,  the Department may refer the application to that Commission for an advisory 
opinion” from the proposed legislation 

3. Modify  the  proposed  legislation  to  allow  three‐dimensional  Commemorative  Signs  to  be 
relocated  to new  locations with Conditional Use authorization.   Also stipulate  that  if a general 
advertising sign is eligible to be relocated under Section 611(c), this section of the code can not be 
used to relocate the sign. 

4. Specify in the proposed ordinance that designation under this section of the Planning Code does 
not  by  itself  protect  signs  from  being  obscured  or  removed  by  future  development  projects, 
particularly when those projects advance the goals and policies in the City’s general plan. 

BASIS FOR RECOMMENDATION 
Historic vs. Commemorative 
The word “historic” has specific connotations as well as legal implications under CEQA.  The process for 
authorizing signs under this section of the Code  is separate and distinct from the CEQA determination 
that a resource is “historic” or “potentially historic”.  Because “historic” is a term of art under CEQA, and 
because  designating  signs  under  this  Section  could  occur  to  signs  which  do  not  rise  to  a  level  of 
significance  to  be  designated  as  a  “historic  resource”  under  CEQA,  the  Department  recommends  a 
change in nomenclature to avoid confusion.  For clarity and constancy, Staff recommends that the word 
“historic” be replaced with “commemorative” in the proposed legislation. 

Referral to the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC) 
The proposed changes include language that would allow the Department to refer a sign to the HPC for 
an advisory opinion.       The HPC  is  the City’s expert panel  that provides advice on historic  resources.  
Since  these  signs  are  not  being  designated  as  historic  resources,  the  Department  recommends 
maintaining  a  clear  distinction  between  the  authority  of  the  Planning  and  Historic  Preservation 
Commissions.  Signs which may be considered as potential “historic resources” under CEQA and/or may 
be subject to a landmark designation should be referred to the Historic Resource Commission. Whereas, 
signs  which  would  not  rise  to  the  level  of  a  “historic  resource”  under  CEQA  but  are  only  being 
considered  for  restoration,  reconstruction,  maintenance,  and  technological  improvement  by  a 
Conditional Use authorization by  the Planning Commission should not be sent  to  the HPC  for  review 
and comment.   

Relocation of Sign 
Some commemorative signs are cultural objects  that have value, which  transcend  their  location.   There 
have been situations where such cultural objects have been removed and cannot be reinstalled on another 
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property  because  relocation  is  not  permitted  by  the  Planning  Code.    The  “17  Reasons Why”  sign 
previously located at 2102 Mission is such an example.  If a property owner no longer wants to have that 
sign on their property, yet the City has decided that such a sign is worth saving, then those signs should 
be able to be relocated to another, appropriate location.  Under the proposal, such relocation would be at 
the discretion of the Planning Commission under the Conditional Use process. 

 

The “17 Reasons” sign which was 
previously on top of 2102 Mission 
Street has been removed and is 
currently in storage.  The 
Department proposes amending 
the proposed Ordinance so that the 
Planning Commission could 
consider the relocation of signs if 
designated as a “commemorative 
sign”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Protections of Signs 
The Department anticipates situations where a sign has been given authorization under this section of the 
Code and  then  that  status  is used as  justification  to stop or hamper  future development, such as  low‐
income  housing  or  other  projects  that  advance  the  goals  and  policies  of  the  City’s  General  Plan.  
Therefore,  the Department  recommends  adding  language  to  the  legislation  that  explicitly  states  that 
authorization under  this  section of  the Planning Code does not,  in and of  itself, protect  the  sign  from 
being obscured or removed by future development. 

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW  
The  proposal  to  amend  Planning  Code  Section  608.14  would  result  in  no  physical  impact  on  the 
environment.  The proposed amendment is exempt from environmental review under Section 15060(c)(2) 
of the CEQA Guidelines. 

PUBLIC COMMENT 
As of the date of this report, the Department has not received any comments on the proposed ordinance. 

RECOMMENDATION:  Recommendation of Approval with Modifications 

 
Attachments: 
Exhibit A:  Draft Planning Commission Resolution  
Exhibit B:  Board of Supervisors File No. 11‐0277 
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Planning Commission Draft Resolution 
HEARING DATE JUNE 2, 2011 

 
Project Name:   Amendments relating to the authorization of historic signs 
 Case Number:   2011.0295T [Board File No. 11‐0277] 
Initiated by:    Supervisor Campos/ Introduced February 8, 2011 
Staff Contact:    Aaron Starr, Legislative Affairs 
      aaron.starr@sfgov.org, 415‐558‐6362 
Reviewed by:           AnMarie Rodgers, Manager Legislative Affairs 
      anmarie.rodgers@sfgov.org, 415‐558‐6395 
Recommendation:         Recommend Approval with Modifications  

 
RECOMMENDING THAT THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS ADOPT A PROPOSED ORDINANCE 
THAT  WOULD  AMEND  PLANNING  CODE  SECTION  608.14  REGARDING  THE 
AUTHORIZATION  OF  HISTORIC  SIGNS;  ADOPTING  FINDINGS,  INCLUDING 
ENVIRONMENTAL  FINDINGS,  PLANNING CODE  SECTION  302  FINDINGS, AND  FINDINGS 
OF CONSISTENCY WITH THE GENERAL PLAN AND PLANNING CODE SECTION 101.1.  
 
WHEREAS, on February 8, 2011, Supervisors Campos introduced a proposed Ordinance under Board of 
Supervisors  (hereinafter  “Board”)  File Number  11‐0277, which would  amend  Sections  608.14  of  the 
Planning Code regarding the authorization of historic signs;  
 
WHEREAS,  The  Planning  Commission  (hereinafter  “Commission”)  conducted  a  duly  noticed  public 
hearing at a regularly scheduled meeting to consider the proposed Ordinance on June 2, 2011; and, 
 
WHEREAS,  the  proposed  Ordinance  has  been  determined  to  be  categorically  exempt  from 
environmental review under the California Environmental Quality Act Section 15060(c); and 
 
WHEREAS,  the Planning Commission  has  heard  and  considered  the  testimony presented  to  it  at  the 
public hearing and has further considered written materials and oral testimony presented on behalf of 
Department staff and other interested parties; and 
 
WHEREAS, all pertinent documents may be  found  in  the  files of  the Department, as  the  custodian of 
records, at 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, San Francisco; and 
 
WHEREAS, the Planning Commission has reviewed the proposed Ordinance; and 
 
MOVED, that the Planning Commission hereby recommends that the Board of Supervisors approve with 
modifications  the  proposed  ordinance.  Specifically,  the  Commission  recommends  the  following 
modifications: 
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1. Change  the  name  of  signs  covered  under  this  Code  section  from  ‘Historic  Sign’  to 
‘Commemorative Sign.’ 

2. Remove the last sentence from the Referral to Historic Preservation Commission  section, which 
says: “However,  the Department may refer the application to that Commission for an advisory 
opinion” from the proposed legislation 

3. Modify  the  proposed  legislation  to  allow  three‐dimensional  Commemorative  Signs  to  be 
relocated  to new  locations with Conditional Use authorization.   Also stipulate  that  if a general 
advertising sign is eligible to be relocated under Section 611(c), this section of the code can not be 
used to relocate the sign. 

4. Specify in the proposed ordinance that designation under this section of the Planning Code does 
not  by  itself  protect  signs  from  being  obscured  or  removed  by  future  development  projects, 
particularly when those projects advance the goals and policies in the City’s General Plan. 

 
FINDINGS 
Having reviewed the materials identified in the preamble above, and having heard all testimony and 
arguments, this Commission finds, concludes, and determines as follows: 
 

1. The  proposed  Ordinance  will  help  preserve  the  cultural  and  visual  identity  of  City 
neighborhoods. 

 
2. The word “historic,” when used in the City Planning Code, should be reserved for buildings or 

objects that have been determined City Landmarks or historic resources under CEQA. 
 
3. The Historic Preservation Commission is the City’s expert panel that provides advice on historic 

resources.  Signs authorized under Section 608.14 are not being designated as historic resources; 
therefore  these applications should not be sent  to  the Historic Preservation Commission  for an 
advisory opinion. 

 
4. Certain  signs  are  cultural  artifacts  that  have  value, which  transcend  their  location.   Allowing 

these signs to be moved to new locations with Conditional Use authorization will help preserve 
these artifacts. 

 
5. Authorization under  this section of  the Planning Code should not by  itself protect a sign  from 

being obscured or removed by future development, such as low‐income housing or other projects 
that advance the goals and policies of the City’s General Plan. 

 
6. General  Plan  Compliance.    The  proposed  Ordinance  and  the  Commission’s  recommended 

modifications are consistent with the following Objectives and Policies of the General Plan: 
 

I. URBAN DESIGN ELEMENT 
 

OBJECTIVE 2 
CONSERVATION OF RESOURCES WHICH PROVIDE A SENSE OF NATURE, CONTINUITY 
WITH THE PAST, AND FREEDOM FROM OVERCROWDING 
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POLICY 2.4 
Preserve notable landmarks and areas of historic, architectural or aesthetic value, and promote the 
preservation of other buildings and features that provide continuity with past development. 
 
By allowing signs that contribute to the visual character of a City neighborhood to be preserved, the 
proposed amendments will help to promote the preservation of features within City neighborhoods that 
provide continuity with past developments. 
 

8.    Planning Code  Section  101  Findings.    The  proposed  amendments  to  the  Planning Code  are 
consistent with  the eight Priority Policies  set  forth  in Section 101.1(b) of  the Planning Code  in 
that: 

 
1. That  existing  neighborhood‐serving  retail  uses  be  preserved  and  enhanced  and  future 

opportunities for resident employment in and ownership of such businesses enhanced; 
 

The proposed amendments will not have a negative  impact on neighborhood serving retail uses and 
will  not  impact  opportunities  for  resident  employment  in  and  ownership  of  neighborhood‐serving 
retail. 

 
2. That existing housing and neighborhood character be conserved and protected  in order  to 

preserve the cultural and economic diversity of our neighborhoods; 
 

The proposed amendments will help preserve existing neighborhood character by allowing signs that 
contribute  to  the  visual  character  of  a  City  neighborhood  to  be  maintained  and  preserved.    The 
amendments will not impact existing housing. 
 

3. That the City’s supply of affordable housing be preserved and enhanced; 
 

The proposed amendments will have no adverse effect on the City’s supply of affordable housing. 
 
4. That  commuter  traffic  not  impede  MUNI  transit  service  or  overburden  our  streets  or 

neighborhood parking; 
 

The  proposed  amendments will  not  result  in  commuter  traffic  impeding MUNI  transit  service  or 
overburdening the streets or neighborhood parking. 

 
5. That a diverse economic base be maintained by protecting our industrial and service sectors 

from displacement due to commercial office development, and that future opportunities for 
resident employment and ownership in these sectors be enhanced; 

 
The proposed amendments would not  cause displacement of  the  industrial or  service  sectors due  to 
office development,  and  future  opportunities  for  resident  employment  or  ownership  in  these  sectors 
would not be impaired. 

 
6. That the City achieve the greatest possible preparedness to protect against injury and loss of life in an 

earthquake; 
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The proposed ordinance will allow signs that contribute to the visual character of a City neighborhood 
to be repaired and retrofitted, improving the City’s preparedness against injury and loss of life in an 
earthquake. 

 
7. That the landmarks and historic buildings be preserved; 

 
Landmarks and historic buildings would not be negatively impacted by the proposed amendments. 

 
8. That  our parks  and  open  space  and  their  access  to  sunlight  and vistas  be protected  from 

development; 
 
The City’s parks and open space and  their access  to sunlight and vistas would be unaffected by  the 
proposed amendments. Any sign that is proposed for preservation or relocation would need to receive 
Conditional  Use  authorization,  at  which  point  impacts  on  sunlight  access,  to  public  or  private 
property, would be reviewed. 

 
8.   Planning Code Section 302 Findings.   The Planning Commission finds from the facts presented 

that the public necessity, convenience and general welfare require the proposed amendments to 
the Planning Code as set forth in Section 302. 

 
NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Commission hereby recommends that the Board ADOPT 
the  proposed  Ordinance  as  described  in  this  Resolution  and  in  the  proposed  Ordinance  with  the 
modification outlined above. 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was adopted by the Commission at its meeting on June 2, 
2011. 

 

 

 

Linda D. Avery 
Commission Secretary 

 
AYES:      
 
NOES:     
 
ABSENT:    
 
ADOPTED:   
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March 28, 2011 
 
 
 
Planning Commission  
and 
Historic Preservation Commission 
Attn:  Linda Avery 
1660 Mission Street, 5th Floor 
San Francisco, CA  94103 
 
 
Dear Commissioners: 
 
 On February 8, 2011, Supervisor Campos introduced the following proposed legislation: 
 
File No.  110277 
 
Ordinance amending the San Francisco Planning Code by amending Section 608.14 regarding 
the authorization of historic signs; adopting findings, including environmental findings, Planning 
Code Section 302 findings, and findings of consistency with the General Plan and Planning 
Code Section 101.1. 
 

The proposed ordinance is being transmitted pursuant to Planning Code Section 302(b) 
for public hearing and recommendation.  The ordinance is pending before the Land Use & 
Economic Development Committee and will be scheduled for hearing upon receipt of your 
response. 

 
 Angela Calvillo, Clerk of the Board 

  
 By:  Alisa Somera, Committee Clerk 
        Land Use & Economic Development Committee 
Attachment 
 
c: John Rahaim, Director of Planning 
 Scott Sanchez, Zoning Administrator 
 Bill Wycko, Chief, Major Environmental Analysis 
 AnMarie Rodgers, Legislative Affairs 
 Nannie Turrell, Major Environmental Analysis 
 Brett Bollinger, Major Environmental Analysis 



 
FILE NO. 110277 ORDINANCE NO. 

Supervisor Campos 
BOARD OF SUPERVISORS  Page 1 
 3/8/2011 
 n:\land\as2011\1100356\00685209.doc  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

[Planning Code - Historic Signs] 
 
 

Ordinance amending the San Francisco Planning Code by amending Section 608.14 

regarding the authorization of historic signs; adopting findings, including 

environmental findings, Planning Code Section 302 findings, and findings of 

consistency with the General Plan and Planning Code Section 101.1. 
 
 NOTE: Additions are single-underline italics Times New Roman; 
 deletions are strike-through italics Times New Roman. 
 Board amendment additions are double-underlined; 
 Board amendment deletions are strikethrough normal. 
 

Be it ordained by the People of the City and County of San Francisco: 

Section 1.  Findings. 

(a) The Planning Department has determined that the actions contemplated in this 

ordinance comply with the California Environmental Quality Act (California Public Resources 

Code Section 21000 et seq.). Said determination is on file with the Clerk of the Board of 

Supervisors in File No. _______ and is incorporated herein by reference. 

(b) These Planning Code amendments will serve the public necessity, convenience, 

and welfare for the reasons set forth in Planning Commission Resolution No. _______, and 

the Board incorporates those reasons herein by reference. A copy of Planning Commission 

Resolution No. ________ is on file with the Clerk of the Board of Supervisors in File No. 

________. 

(c) These Planning Code amendments are consistent with the General Plan and the 

Priority Policies of Planning Code Section 101.1 for the reasons set forth in Planning 

Commission Resolution No. ________, and the Board incorporates those reasons herein by 

reference.  
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Section 2. The San Francisco Planning Code is hereby amended by amending Section 

608.14, to read as follows: 

SEC. 608.14.  HISTORIC SIGNS IN HISTORIC SIGN DISTRICTS. 

(a) Restoration and Maintenance.  Notwithstanding the provisions of Section 604(h) of 

ths Code, Ssigns which depict in text or graphic form a particular residential, business, cultural, 

economic, recreational, or other valued resource which is deemed by the Planning 

Commission to be of historic value and contributes to the visual identity and historic character 

of a City neighborhood or the City as a whole shall be allowed to be restored, reconstructed, 

maintained and technologically improved on a property by Conditional Use authorization of 

the Planning Commission provided that: (a) the proposed historic sign lies within an historic sign 

district designated pursuant to Section 302 of the Planning Code and shown on the Zoning Map of the 

City and County of San Francisco; (b) the historic sign to be restored, reconstructed or 

technologically improved depicts a use, person, place, thing, cultural icon or other valued 

character or characteristics of the City or a City neighborhood that, at the time of the historic 

sign authorization permit application, is at least 40 years old; (b) at least 50 percent of the area of 

the sign remains legible, (c) the sign does not visually obstruct or significantly impair or detract 

from, by glare or any other means, a City landmark or public vista; (d) the sign is not larger 

than the sign that existed prior to the historic authorization designation of a sign that is proposed 

for restoration and does not appear to be more visually prominent than the sign that existed 

prior to the historic authorization designation; and, (e) the sign is maintained in good condition, 

repair and working order.  

(b) Application for Historic Sign Authorization.  Prior to the scheduling of the Conditional 

Use hearing before the Planning Commission required by subsection (a), the applicant for a historic 

sign authorization shall provide to the Department evidence in the form of photographs and/or 

documents demonstrating that: 
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(1) the sign proposed for historic authorization is at least 40 years old; and 

(2) the sign depicts a particular residential, business, cultural, economic, recreational, or 

other valued resource of historic value and contributes to the visual identity and historic character of a 

City neighborhood or the City as a whole. 

(c) Application of Other Article 6 Requirements. Once a sign is authorized designated as 

historic under this Section, its is subject only to the requirements of this Section 608.14 and is exempt 

from all other provision of Article 6. However, any change of copy from the historic copy authorized by 

the Planning Commission or any enlargement, or alteration or shall be considered an abandonment 

of the historic sign authorization and the sign shall then be considered a new sign subject to all the 

provisions of this Article 6 shall be governed by the provisions of Section 178  of this Code. The 

addition of a frame to a painted wall sign shall not be considered an enlargement or alteration under 

this section. 

(d) Referral to Historic Preservation Commission.  If the application for a historic sign 

authorization under this Section 608.14 is not otherwise required to be referred to the Historic 

Preservation Commission under the San Francisco Charter or this Code, it is not required to be 

referred. However, the Department may refer the application to that Commission for an advisory 

opinion. 

 

APPROVED AS TO FORM: 
DENNIS J. HERRERA, City Attorney 
 
 
 
By:    
 JUDITH A. BOYAJIAN 
 Deputy City Attorney 
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LEGISLATIVE DIGEST 
 

[Planning Code - Historic Signs] 
 
Ordinance amending the San Francisco Planning Code by amending Section 608.14 
regarding the authorization of historic signs; adopting findings, including 
environmental findings, Planning Code Section 302 findings, and findings of 
consistency with the General Plan and Planning Code Section 101.1.  
 

Existing Law 
 
Planning Code Section 608.14 provides that the Planning Commission may authorize the 
restoration, reconstruction, maintenance, and technological improvement of a historic sign 
through the Conditional Use procedure. A historic sign is defined as one which depicts, in text 
or graphic form, a particular residential, business, cultural, economic, recreational, or other 
valued resource that the Commission finds to be of historic value and contributes to the visual 
identity and historic character of the City. The sign must (1) depict a use, person, place, thing, 
cultural icon, or other valued character or characteristic of the City, (2) be located within a 
historic sign district, (2) be at least 40 years old, (3) not visually obstruct or significantly detract 
from a City landmark or public vista, (4) not be larger than or appear to be more visually 
prominent than the sign that previously existed, and (5) is maintained in good condition, repair 
and working order. 
 

Amendments to Current Law 
 
This legislation would amend Section 608.14 to delete the requirement that the proposed 
historic sign be located within a historic sign district. Once authorized by the Planning 
Commission as a historic sign, the sign would not be subject to the other requirements of 
Article 6. However, other than the addition of a frame to a painted wall sign, any change of 
copy from the historic copy, or any enlargement or alteration would be considered an 
abandonment of the historic sign authorization and the sign would then be considered a new 
sign subject to all the requirements of Article 6. Unless the application for the sign is required 
to be referred to the Historic Preservation Commission by the Charter or the Planning Code, it 
need not be referred. However, the Department may refer the application to that Commission 
for an advisory opinion. 
 

Background Information 
 
The look and style of signs have evolved over time. For that reason, a sign that has existed in 
a particular place for years gives continuity to the public space and becomes part of the 
community memory. In an era where signs are mostly uniform, a historic sign can add some 
individuality to the neighborhood in which it exists and also to the City as a whole. Michael J. 
Auer, in his article "The Preservation of Historic Signs," notes: 
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 Signs often become so important to a community that they are valued long 
after their role as commercial markers has ceased. They become landmarks, 
loved because they have been visible at certain street corners – or from 
many vantage points across the city – for a long time. Such signs are valued 
for their familiarity, their beauty, their humor, their size, or even their 
grotesqueness. In these cases, signs transcend their conventional role as 
vehicles of information, as identifiers of something else. When signs reach 
this stage, they accumulate rich layers of meaning. They no longer merely 
advertise, but are valued in and of themselves. They become icons. 

 
This legislation would allow a historic neighborhood sign to be restored and maintained 
whether or not it is located in a historic district. The Conditional Use process would allow 
neighborhood residents and other members of the public to provide input.  
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