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The City and County of San Francisco (City), through the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC), owns the property 
and improvements commonly known as the Balboa Reservoir.  In accordance with the City Charter, SFPUC has exclusive charge 
over the use and control of all real property assets under SFPUC’s jurisdiction.1 

The intent of this document is to explore the existing conditions, regulatory tools, and policies regulating Balboa Reservoir to 
understand underlying conditions that could influence its future development potential. 

Mayor Ed Lee initiated the Public Sites Program (PSP) in his State of the City address in January 2014.  The PSP calls for 
City agencies to examine underutilized sites for their potential to address San Francisco’s pressing issues such as housing 
shortages and affordability.  The PSP identifies City-owned properties across San Francisco that could be converted to housing 
or other uses that would both benefit the public and provide financial returns to the City.  The criteria for site selection are 
based on the public benefits that developing the site will provide.  Key issues considered during site selection are housing, 
transportation, and neighborhood resilience and sustainability.2   

Community meetings for the PSP were held on October 7 and October 21, 2014.  Meeting attendees heard an overview of the 
program and then engaged in small-group discussions intended to solicit feedback regarding topics such as site selection, 
priorities for public benefits, and guiding principles.  The meeting attendees identified Balboa Reservoir as an underutilized 
property that would meet PSP criteria.  As a result, considering Balboa Reservoir for development may be appropriate.

This memorandum focuses on the “Balboa Reservoir Site,” the rectangular western portion of Balboa Reservoir, which is 
referred to in the remainder of this document as simply “Balboa Reservoir.”  Balboa Reservoir is located north of Ocean Avenue 
and west of Phelan Avenue in the Balboa Park neighborhood of San Francisco.  The approximately 17.4-acre property is located 
across Phelan Avenue from the City College of San Francisco (City College) campus and adjacent to a City College parking lot 
that fronts onto Phelan Avenue. 

This document summarizes existing conditions at Balboa Reservoir including planning context and site setting.  The “Plan 
Overview and Existing Conditions” section below includes a discussion of the current policies regulating Balboa Reservoir and 
the districts that immediately surround Balboa Reservoir.

1 San Francisco City Charter, Section 8B.121, “Public Utilities Commission.”	
2 San Francisco Planning Department. 2014. Public Sites Portfolio. Available: http://www.sf-planning.org/index.aspx?page=3913. Last updated December 11, 2014.	

PLANNING CONTEXT
Introduction

Looking south towards Ocean Avenue View of the berm dividing SFPUC and City College property
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Originally constructed in 1957 by the San Francisco Water 
Department (now SFPUC), Balboa Reservoir has never been 
used for its original purpose of water storage.  SFPUC has not 
declared Balboa Reservoir as a surplus property. 

Balboa Reservoir is located across from City College’s Ocean 
Avenue Campus, west of Phelan Avenue.  Balboa Reservoir 
and other properties were part of a series of land transfers 
completed in 2011 and 2012 to allow development of certain 
City property in accordance with the Balboa Park Station 
Area Plan (Balboa Park Plan), adopted in 2009. These 
transfers occurred among the now-defunct San Francisco 
Redevelopment Agency, the San Francisco Municipal 
Transportation Agency (Muni), SFPUC, the Mayor’s Office of 
Housing, and the Mayor’s Office of Economic and Workforce 
Development. 

In this context, SFPUC and the San Francisco Community 
College District exchanged property at Balboa Reservoir 
on May 17, 2012.  The original Balboa Reservoir was 
reconfigured into western and eastern portions.  City College 
now owns the eastern portion of Balboa Reservoir and SFPUC FIGURE 1: BALBOA RESERVOIR CONTEXT MAP

Balboa Reservoir from the western berm looking south

BALBOA RESERVOIR SETTING
Plan Overview and Existing Conditions
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owns the western portion.  City College uses the western 
portion of Balboa Reservoir for student parking under the 
terms of a fully revocable no-fee license with SFPUC.

Figure 1 locates the Balboa Reservoir in the context of the 
City of San Francisco. 

Balboa Reservoir is a large, distinctive basin.  This basin 
was graded to serve as a water reservoir.  The configuration 
of Balboa Reservoir has changed over time, however, and 
it is no longer bounded by berms on all four sides.  The 
reservoir’s base has long been paved.  Sloping berms on 
three sides surround the bottom of Balboa Reservoir, which 
City College students currently use for parking.  There is 
existing development on all four sides of Balboa Reservoir. 

To the north is Archbishop Riordan High School.  Directly 
west of Balboa Reservoir on the other side of a large berm 
is the Westwood Park neighborhood.  Westwood Park is a 
historic neighborhood of around 600 homes that was built 
in the 1920s and 1930s. The neighborhood is characterized 
by its oval shape and curving streets.3  Most of the houses 
in this neighborhood and others bordering Balboa Reservoir 
are single-family homes.  The southern boundary of 

3 Westwood Park.com. 2014. A Short History of Westwood Park. Available: http://
www.westwoodpark.com/history.htm.	

Balboa Reservoir borders the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood 
Commercial Transit District.  Mixed-use residential-retail 
developments have been added recently on the land between 
the southern boundary of Balboa Reservoir and Ocean 
Avenue.  These mixed-use residential developments include 
the Avalon Bay and Mercy Housing developments. Mercy 
Housing is an affordable housing project that is currently 
under construction. 

Figure 2 shows the location of Balboa Reservoir in the context 
of the Balboa Park Station Area Plan. This plan is further 
discussed on page 22.

PUC PORTION
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FIGURE 2: BALBOA STATION AREA PLAN - PLAN AREAS

Source: Balboa Park Station Area Plan
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FIGURE 3: EXISTING CONDITIONS
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SURROUNDING DEVELOPMENT

As shown in Figure 3, Balboa Reservoir is surrounded by a 
unique combination of public, residential, and institutional 
uses.  The entire region near Balboa Reservoir is intensely 
developed.  Ocean Avenue, the main east-west artery, serves 
an important role in organizing the area’s land use patterns.  
The Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District 
is dominated by small-scale commercial development.  
Many businesses along this commercial corridor offer 
neighborhood-serving uses, such as convenience stores, 
auto repair shops, and pharmacies.  The Muni light rail 
K line runs down Ocean Avenue, providing a convenient 
way to access the entire Balboa Park area and other parts 
of San Francisco.  North and south of Ocean Avenue are 
neighborhoods composed mostly of single-family homes.  
San Francisco Fire Department Station Number 15, which 
serves the area, is located on the corner of Ocean Avenue 
and Phelan Avenue.  The fire station’s parking lot is on 
SFPUC property. 

Balboa Reservoir is adjacent to City College, one of the more 
prominent uses that define the area.  City College is visually 
dominant from within Balboa Reservoir because the campus 
sits atop a small knoll.  

In addition to City College, many other educational 
institutions are located near Balboa Reservoir.  Directly north 
of Balboa Reservoir is Archbishop Riordan High School; 
Lick Wilmerding High School and Balboa High School are 
located to the southeast across Ocean Avenue.  Sunnyside 
Elementary School and Aptos Middle School are also located 
in the neighborhoods that surround Balboa Reservoir. 

The Ingleside Branch Library opened in 2009 on the corner 
of Ocean Avenue and Plymouth Avenue, southwest of Balboa 
Reservoir.  The courtyard on the east side of the library is 
adjacent to Avalon Bay, the new mixed-use development 
recently constructed along the north side of Ocean Avenue.  
A future playground is planned for construction within this 
courtyard space.  

The 25-acre recreational park located across Interstate 
280 east of Balboa Reservoir is called Balboa Park.  The 
park has an indoor pool and several sports fields.  Balboa 
Park occupies the tract that extends southward from 

San Francisco City College to the east

Pedestrian crossing near City College

View of Archbishop Riordan High School to the north of  
Balboa Reservoir
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Havelock Street to Ocean Avenue and serves as a significant 
recreational amenity for nearby residents and the greater San 
Francisco population.

Across Ocean Avenue from Balboa Park is the multimodal 
transit facility officially called the Curtis E. Green Light Rail 
Center (Green Yard).  Portions of the Green Yard are owned 
by Muni, the Bay Area Rapid Transit District (BART), and the 
California Department of Transportation. Muni stores and 
repairs light rail vehicles at this location.  The Balboa Park 
BART station is located on the west side of the Green Yard. 
This BART station is heavily used by riders accessing City 
College and riders from surrounding neighborhoods who 
are traveling into downtown San Francisco.  Because of the 
concentration of transit resources, the area at Ocean Avenue 
and Interstate 280 is primarily an urbanized transit corridor.  
The area known as the Muni Upper Yard, a triangular piece 
of land located between Geneva Avenue, Interstate 280, and 
San Jose Avenue, is set to be developed.  Muni will transfer 
ownership of the current vehicle storage facility to the 
Mayor’s Office of Housing, and the site will house a mixed-
use project.  The project will include 80–90 affordable units 
and ground-floor retail development.4 

Interstate 280 curves through the Balboa Park neighborhood, 
creating a barrier between the lands located on either side 
of the freeway.  The freeway is lower in elevation than the 
surrounding areas, so it is generally hidden from view from 
most vantage points.  Ocean Avenue crosses over Interstate 
280 and links Balboa Reservoir and City College to the 
Balboa Park BART station.

4 San Francisco Planning Department. 2014. Interagency Plan Implementation 
Committee Annual Report, 2014. San Francisco, CA.	

Whole Foods grocery tenant on the ground floor of the Avalon 
Bay development 

City College completed the Multiuse Building in 2010

Public space and roadway between Avalon Bay buildings looking 
towards Balboa Reservoir
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SLOPE AND ELEVATION

Balboa Reservoir is bounded on three sides by sloping earth 
berms (Figure 4).  These berms are particularly evident 
because they are about 28 feet high with steep banks, are 
visually distinctive, and display prominently when mapped.  
The reservoir bottom is relatively level, with a slope of 0–5%.  
The surrounding neighborhoods also are relatively level, 
with a 0–5% slope. The elevation at the bottom of Balboa 
Reservoir is 282 feet.  On each side of Balboa Reservoir, 
the elevation increases by 18 feet (from 282 feet to 300 
feet) between the reservoir bottom and the top of the berms 
(Figure 5).  The slope and elevation also change as one 
moves north toward Archbishop Riordan High School and 
east toward City College.  The slope mapping presented in 
Figure 4 clearly shows City College’s higher elevation and 
the relatively sharp incline as one crosses Phelan Avenue 
and ascends to the City College campus.  This incline is 
prominently seen from Balboa Reservoir because City College 
is the highest point in the area.

View from the southeast corner of Balboa Reservoir looking 
south towards Ocean Avenue.  The change in elevation is 
evident in this image.

The earth berms surrounding Balboa Reservoir are steep.  The 
back side of the Avalon Bay development is in the background 
of this image.
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FIGURE 4: SLOPE
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FIGURE 5: ELEVATION
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FIGURE 6: CURRENT OWNERSHIP



T A S K  1 :  P l a n n i n g  C o n t e x t

1 6  |

BALBOA RESERVOIR OWNERSHIP AND PROPERTY EASEMENTS

In recent years, transfers of land and easements have 
reconfigured the parcels at Balboa Reservoir and in the 
vicinity.  This section describes the most significant land 
transfers and Figure 6 shows information about current 
property ownership.  See Appendix A for detailed information 
regarding easements on Balboa Reservoir. 

Before May 17, 2012, a berm running east to west divided 
Balboa Reservoir into two basins, with SFPUC owning the 
land in the northern basin and City College owning the land 
in the southern basin.  Balboa Reservoir was subsequently 
reconfigured so that the eastern portion of Balboa Reservoir 
was capped over and the remaining basin was reoriented 
north to south.  

SFPUC transferred ownership of a 6.21-acre parcel in the 
northeastern corner of Balboa Reservoir to City College 
on May 17, 2012.  In exchange, City College transferred 
ownership of a 6.60-acre parcel at the southwestern corner 
of Balboa Reservoir to SFPUC.  The new configuration allowed 
City College to expand its campus, while the western portion 
of Balboa Reservoir remained suitable for future water 
storage.  

As part of the associated transfer agreement, City College 
granted the City a 60-foot access easement running east-
west on the northern boundary of the City College parcel.  
This easement allows SFPUC to construct a 60-foot-wide 
right-of-way to Phelan Avenue (Figure 6).  Also in accordance 
with the agreement, SFPUC granted City College a 50-foot 
access easement running north-south, to be built along the 
eastern edge of the SFPUC property.  The accessway, also 
known as the Lee Avenue Extension, allows for pedestrian 
and vehicular access.  The transfer agreement ultimately 
calls for City College to connect the accessway to Lee 
Avenue.  

As described in Appendix A, City College and SFPUC 
have reached several other agreements. Easements and 
encroachments related to the agreements may require 
resolution before future development of Balboa Reservoir can 
proceed.  

Also at Balboa Reservoir are two high-pressure underground 
pipelines maintained by SFPUC that deliver water across San 
Francisco.  The pipelines run east-west through the southern 
portion of Balboa Reservoir in SFPUC-owned land.  

In the southwest corner of Balboa Reservoir between 
the Avalon Bay development and the Ingleside Branch 
Library, SFPUC owns a narrow parcel that also serves as 
a rear driveway providing access to Avalon Bay.  Should 
development occur on Balboa Reservoir in the future, this 
parcel could provide access for pedestrians or others.  This 
parcel is referred to as “Parcel 22 Alley” in the remainder of 
this report.  

Lee Avenue Extension constructed by City College

View of Parcel 22 Alley from Ocean Avenue 
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MUNI stop

Various modes of transit near the CCSF campus

Transportation  
See the Task 2 Transportation Analysis memorandum for 
existing transit conditions in the vicinity of Balboa Reservoir.

Phelan Loop

Pedestrian Bridge over Ocean Avenue

City College upper parking lot
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UTILITIES AND INFRASTRUCTURE
History of Balboa Reservoir Infrastructure

Balboa Reservoir is a water storage facility that has 
never been used to store water in SFPUC’s potable-water 
distribution system.  Completed in the 1950s, the reservoir 
consisted of two basins capable of storing 150 million 
gallons, but the basins were never filled.  The existing, 
partially enclosed basin could store approximately 95 million 
gallons5  if it were completed as a water storage facility.  For 
this memorandum, the project team conducted a desktop 
review of existing infrastructure technical studies and the 
2004 City College of San Francisco Master Plan (City College 
Master Plan) to determine the condition of the adjacent 
utilities and infrastructure and to determine whether any 
significant capacity or connection issues were evident.  The 
results of this review reveal that adjacent infrastructure 
is well developed and most likely has the capacity to 
accommodate future development at Balboa Reservoir.  

To determine a development threshold, the team would need 
to develop a maximum development program to generate 
demands for the water, power, gas and sewer.  The team 
would meet with SFPUC’s and Pacific Gas and Electric 
Company’s (PG&E’s) engineering divisions to submit the 
demands and determine whether adjacent infrastructure has 
the capacity to accommodate the maximum development 
program.  If any of the existing connections are inadequate, 
SFPUC or PG&E, or both, can provide the maximum demand 
threshold available without significant upgrades to the 
existing system or network.    

Figure 7 shows existing infrastructure near Balboa Reservoir.  
Not shown in the figure is the existing private infrastructure 
on the City College property to the north.     

5 Kubick, Karen. [Wastewater Enterprise Capital Program Director], San Francisco 
Public Utilities Commission, San Francisco, CA. May 26, 2000—internal SFPUC 
memorandum to John Mullane, [General Manager], titled “Balboa Reservoir 
Activation.”	

Location of pipeline easement behind Avalon Bay development

Access to utility lines may be available via the Ocean Avenue 
right-of-way.
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POTABLE WATER

The area around Balboa Reservoir is currently served by a 
well-developed water distribution network operated by the 
City Distribution Division that has the capacity to provide 
potable and fire-protection water to Balboa Reservoir.  
Balboa Reservoir is located within the Sutro Reservoir 
pressure zone and supplied with SFPUC water from the 
Hetch Hetchy Regional Water System via the Sutro Reservoir.  
According to the 2004 City College Master Plan, the area’s 
distribution mains are adequately sized to accommodate the 
future demands of City College’s campus expansion.  Given 
the size of the mains and the configuration of the network, 
it is assumed that the system would also have hydraulic 
capacity to serve additional development at SFPUC’s Balboa 
Reservoir.  Once potential development scenarios are 
presented, the project team will meet with representatives 
from the City Distribution Division to confirm the system’s 
hydraulic capacity to serve the various proposed 
development programs. 

Access to water service for Balboa Reservoir is available 
from the 8-inch and/or 12-inch water mains within the Ocean 
Avenue and Phelan Avenue rights-of-way (public rights-of-
way) to the south and east, respectively.  To connect Balboa 
Reservoir to the water mains in Phelan Avenue, SFPUC would 
most likely have to use an existing 60-foot-wide pipeline 
easement southeast of Balboa Reservoir or the 60-foot-wide 
public-access easement to the northeast.  SFPUC would 
have to connect Balboa Reservoir to the Ocean Avenue water 
mains either via the Parcel 22 Alley to the southwest or 

via Lee Avenue.  The closest water distribution lines to the 
north and west are both bifurcated from Balboa Reservoir 
by existing residential development.  A 36-inch crosstown 
transmission line also runs along the southern boundary of 
Balboa Reservoir. The primary purpose of this transmission 
line, however, is to provide a redundant water supply to 
Sunset Reservoir for emergencies. For this reason, this line 
most likely will not be considered as a potable-water service 
connection to Balboa Reservoir.  

There is also a 44-inch water line stub in the southwest 
corner of Balboa Reservoir that connects to the 36-inch 
crosstown transmission main.  The project team assumes 
that this line was originally designed to be an intake line 
if the reservoir had ever been activated, but that the line 
could potentially be considered a connection for emergency 
fire-protection water supply.  Additionally, a 20-inch auxiliary 
water-supply system line exists in the public right-of-way of 
Ocean Avenue (i.e., within the horizontal extent of the road’s 
public right-of-way).  This line could also be considered a 
source of emergency fire-protection water supply if approved 
by SFPUC.  

Balboa Reservoir has never been utilized for water storage
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FIGURE 7: EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE
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SANITARY AND STORM SEWER

Balboa Reservoir is currently served by SFPUC’s combined 
sewer system, which collects both sanitary and storm 
drainage.  Balboa Reservoir is within the Lake Merced 
urban watershed and the Ocean subwatershed.  All runoff 
and sanitary flow from Balboa Reservoir is collected and 
diverted to the Westside Pump Station for treatment by the 
Oceanside Treatment Plant or discharged as combined-
sewer discharges during large storm events.  The Oceanside 
Treatment Plant has capacity to treat up to 17 million gallons 
per day (mgd) of dry-weather flow and up to 175 mgd of wet-
weather flow.  The plant currently treats approximately 15 
mgd of dry-weather flow and is assumed to have adequate 
capacity to accommodate additional sanitary flows from the 
redevelopment of Balboa Reservoir. 

There are no known sewer connections at Balboa Reservoir. 
The most likely point of connection of Balboa Reservoir 
to the sewer system is at the 2-foot by 3-foot concrete 
box sewer main in the Ocean Avenue public right-of-way.  
However, this sewer main is designated as high risk and is 
slated for replacement through SFPUC’s Collections System 
Asset Management Program (CSAMP).  CSAMP assets 
with a ranking of “very high” are considered a priority for 
replacement based on multiple criteria such as age, type of 
construction, and consequences of failure. A CSAMP ranking 
of “high” still indicates a potential need for replacement.  
Therefore, the development feasibility analysis should 
consider the CSAMP ranking of the sewer main and include 
coordination with SFPUC’s Collection System Division.  
Alternatively, there is a 30-inch-diameter sewer main in 
Phelan Avenue; however, all combined sanitary and storm 
flows would require pumping to connect to this system at this 
location, and the elevation differential from Balboa Reservoir 
to Phelan Avenue, this option is unlikely to be feasible in the 
long term.  The closest sewer collection lines to the north 
and west are both bifurcated from Balboa Reservoir by 
existing residential development and most likely do not have 
adequate capacity to accommodate the potential combined-
sewer flows from Balboa Reservoir.  

To connect Balboa Reservoir to the Ocean Avenue sewer 
main, the connection would have to be made via the 
Parcel 22 Alley or Lee Avenue.  Because buildings could 
be developed on a podium or above parking, the sanitary 
flow and stormwater could be collected separately on 

Balboa Reservoir before being combined and discharged 
to the sewer mains to accommodate a less complicated 
on–Balboa Reservoir sewer configuration.  Additionally, any 
new development on Balboa Reservoir must comply with 
the San Francisco Stormwater Ordinance by complying with 
the San Francisco Stormwater Design Guidelines, which 
call for retaining a portion of stormwater runoff on Balboa 
Reservoir for reuse or infiltration.  The ordinance requires 
that a new development or redeveloped site served by the 
combined sewer system achieve a 25% reduction of both 
peak-flow and runoff volumes between the existing and 
proposed conditions.  To achieve this volume reduction, 
the development would have four options for potential 
compliance strategies: 

1.	 Using cisterns to harvest rainwater for reuse

2.	 Installing a vegetated roof and/or other permeable 
surfaces to reduce the area covered by impervious 
surfaces enough to achieve the 25% reduction

3.	 Using engineered flow-through planters for deten-
tion and evapotranspiration

4.	 Installing an infiltration-based stormwater manage-
ment system, such as bioretention cells or infiltra-
tion trenches6 

Maintaining separate sanitary and storm sewer systems 
within Balboa Reservoir would make a site-wide compliance 
strategy more attainable.   

The project team would meet with representatives from 
SFPUC and the San Francisco Department of Public Works’s 
Engineering Hydraulics Division to confirm that adjacent 
sewer infrastructure has adequate capacity and integrity to 
serve the potential development program.  

6 Pending a geotechnical investigation.
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POWER

Because SFPUC owns Balboa Reservoir, it is likely that 
SFPUC’s Hetch Hetchy Power System would provide power for 
Balboa Reservoir.  PG&E has both overhead and underground 
lines along Phelan Avenue and only underground lines along 
Ocean Avenue.  Once potential development scenarios are 
presented, the project team would meet with SFPUC’s Power 
Enterprise Division to evaluate the power issues in a more 
comprehensive fashion.   

NATURAL GAS

It is assumed that PG&E would provide natural gas to 
Balboa Reservoir. The natural gas infrastructure in the area 
is well established and is likely to have capacity to serve 
Balboa Reservoir.  There is currently a 4-inch high-pressure 
gas main in the Phelan Avenue public right-of-way and a 
12-inch gas main in the Ocean Avenue public right-of-way.  
To connect Balboa Reservoir to the gas main on Phelan 
Avenue, SFPUC may utilize its existing 60-foot-wide pipeline 
easement southeast of Balboa Reservoir or the 60-foot-wide 
public-access easement to the northeast.  To connect Balboa 
Reservoir to the Ocean Avenue gas main, the connection 
would have to be made via the Parcel 22 Alley or Lee Avenue.  
The project team would meet with PG&E representatives to 
determine service requirements and locate the best points of 
connection to the PG&E gas distribution system, if necessary.

Should development occur on Balboa Reservoir, utilities may be 
connected via the Parcel 22 Alley
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San Francisco General Plan
The City adopted the San Francisco General Plan (General 
Plan) by resolution on June 27, 1996.  Elements of the 
General Plan that may apply to the development of Balboa 
Reservoir are described in more detail below.

HOUSING ELEMENT

The Housing Element of the General Plan was written to help 
implement state and regional housing objectives.  Based on 
population growth estimates from the California Department 
of Housing and Community Development and the Association 
of Bay Area Governments, San Francisco must plan to 
accommodate roughly 31,000 new housing units.  Of these 
new housing units, 60% should be suitable for housing 
moderate-, low-, and very-low-income households.7   Mayor 
Lee has set forth the goal of creating 30,000 new housing 
units in San Francisco by 2020.8   

As part of the effort to increase the affordability and supply of 
housing in San Francisco, the City has developed area plans 
that focus on particular parts of the city.  One of these is the 
Balboa Park Plan, described in further detail on the following 
page.  If implemented, each area plan could provide capacity 
for more than the 31,000 units called for by the California 
Department of Housing and Community Development and 
the Association of Bay Area Governments.  The Balboa Park 
Station Area Plan estimates that the potential exists to 
construct 1,800 new housing units.9   The development of 
Balboa Reservoir could make a contribution to this estimate. 

7 City and County of San Francisco. 1996 (June 27). San Francisco General Plan, 
Housing Element, “Introduction.” San Francisco, CA.	
8 Lee, Ed. “2014 State of the City Address.” City and County of San Francis-
co. 2014 (January 17). Transcript available: http://sfmayor.org/index.aspx-
?page=983	
9 City and County of San Francisco. 1996. San Francisco General Plan, Housing 
Element, Policy 1.2. San Francisco, CA.	

SUMMARY OF EXISTING POLICY
URBAN DESIGN ELEMENT

The Urban Design Element of the General Plan is concerned 
primarily with development and preservation.  It emphasizes 
the critical relationships between open spaces, buildings, 
hills, and streets in San Francisco.  A guiding principle of this 
element is to emphasize the “characteristic pattern which 
gives to the City and its neighborhoods an image, a sense of 
purpose, and a means of orientation.”10   

In the Urban Design Element, the section “Major New 
Development” is particularly relevant when considering an 
area like Balboa Reservoir.  This section emphasizes that 
new development in San Francisco must carefully consider 
the size, height, texture, and character of its surroundings. 
In particular, achieving a good scale for new development 
depends on establishing a height, bulk, and appearance that 
are complementary and not overwhelming.11  

RECREATION AND OPEN SPACE ELEMENT

Policy 4.6 in the General Plan’s Recreation and Open Space 
Element was written to ensure that adequate public open 
space in San Francisco is dedicated to new residential 
development.12   Specifically, in areas where infill housing 
may occur, sub-neighborhood-level parks may be needed 
because existing parks will experience more intensive use 
and increased demand.  Although no determination of future 
development has been made for Balboa Reservoir, open 
space may need to be provided.

10 City and County of San Francisco. 1996. San Francisco General Plan, Urban 
Design Element, “Introduction.” San Francisco, CA.	
11 City and County of San Francisco. 1996. San Francisco General Plan, Urban 
Design Element, Policy 2.10. San Francisco, CA.	
12 City and County of San Francisco. 1996. San Francisco General Plan, Recre-
ation and Open Space Element, Policy 4.6. San Francisco, CA.	
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Balboa Park Station Area Plan
The Balboa Park Station Area Plan (Balboa Park Plan) was adopted in 2009 as part of the Better Neighborhoods Program.  
Originally launched in 2000, the Balboa Park Plan comprises approximately 210 acres in total.  As stated in the introduction 
to the Balboa Park Plan, the plan area is characterized by distinct areas: City College, Balboa Reservoir, the Ocean Avenue 
Neighborhood Commercial Transit District, and the Transit Station Neighborhood. 

The Balboa Park Plan presents policies and objectives related to land use, transportation, parking, housing, streets and open 
space, urban form, historic preservation, and public art. Three overarching principles inform the Balboa Park Plan:13 

•	 Improve the area’s public realm.

•	 Make the transit experience safer and more enjoyable.

•	 Improve the economic vitality of the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District. 
13 City and County of San Francisco. 2009. Balboa Park Station, an Area Plan of the General Plan of the City and County of San Francisco. Draft for adoption October 
2008; adopted by the Board of Supervisors April 7, 2009. San Francisco, CA. Page 2.	

A key objective of the Balboa Park Plan is to consider housing 
as a primary component of any new development that may 
occur in the reservoir.  Specifically, Policy 4.4.1 reads: 
“Develop housing on the West basin if it is not needed for 
water storage.”14  The Balboa Park Plan also suggests that 
mixed-use housing be considered for Balboa Reservoir to 
address housing demand. 

Objective 5.2 of the Balboa Park Plan requires major new 
developments to provide good-quality public open space 
that also contributes to the open space system.15   Because 
major new developments put greater pressure on existing 
open spaces, new development should provide publicly 
accessible open space that is proportionate to the size of new 
development. A project built on Balboa Reservoir would likely 
be considered a major new development, and therefore must 
have a public open space component. When considering 
potential development opportunities at Balboa Reservoir, 
project proponents must ensure that open space is an 
integral part of the design.  

Section 6, “Built Form,” in the Balboa Park Plan is also highly 
applicable to new development opportunities on Balboa 
Reservoir. For example, Objective 6.2 reads: “Knit together 
isolated sections of the Plan Area with new mixed-use infill   

14 City and County of San Francisco. 2009. Balboa Park Station, an Area Plan 
of the General Plan of the City and County of San Francisco. Draft for adoption 
October 2008; adopted by the Board of Supervisors April 7, 2009. San Francisco, 
CA. Page iv.	
15 City and County of San Francisco. 2009. Balboa Park Station, an Area Plan 
of the General Plan of the City and County of San Francisco. Draft for adoption 
October 2008; adopted by the Board of Supervisors April 7, 2009. San Francisco, 
CA. Page 34.	

buildings.”16   Adding infill buildings on and near Ocean 
Avenue would help make the Balboa Park transit station 
and the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit 
District feel more physically connected. Although Balboa 
Reservoir does not directly front Ocean Avenue, adding 
new development in this area would certainly facilitate the 
creation of connections between City College, the Ocean 
Avenue corridor, and surrounding neighborhoods. 

16 City and County of San Francisco. 2009. Balboa Park Station, an Area Plan 
of the General Plan of the City and County of San Francisco. Draft for adoption 
October 2008; adopted by the Board of Supervisors April 7, 2009. San Francisco, 
CA. Page 37.
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City College of San Francisco Master Plan
Given the close proximity of City College to Balboa Reservoir, the project team reviewed the City College Master Plan for relevant 
policies that have the potential to affect the future development of Balboa Reservoir.  

The City College Board of Trustees approved and adopted the City College Master Plan in June 2004.  The plan outlines the 
following relevant fundamental concepts that are intended to guide future decision making on campus: 

“Improve the image and identity of the College”  

•	 City College lacks a coherent campus image.  As 
City College receives investment in the coming 
years, these investments should be leveraged to 
improve the image of the campus as a whole.  This 
includes open space design and building design. 

•	 Wayfinding signage and campus identity signs will 
enhance campus image and improve public and 
student accessibility. 

“Sustainable planning and design” 

•	 New facilities, major renovations, and any other 
projects should be a model of sustainable planning 
and design.  Examples listed in the City College 
Master Plan include increasing transit and bicycle 
use and minimizing energy use and waste. 

City College has plans to eventually expand its campus 
facility.  New buildings included in the Potential Additional 
2015 Building Program include an advanced-technology 
learning center, a student center, and a facility for City 
College’s administration. The City College Master Plan was 
developed before Balboa Reservoir basins were reconfigured. 
However, the 2015 Illustrative Plan in the document shows 
proposed building footprints just east of Balboa Reservoir.  In 
2010, City College completed the Multiuse Building located 
on this land.  The four-level structure contains classrooms, 
offices, computer labs, and other uses. City College is 
planning to embark on a new master plan in 2015. 

“Improve the pedestrian environment and ease of 
access to and within campus”17

•	 Restricting automobiles to the periphery of campus 
is a key first step in promoting a pedestrian-friendly 
environment. 

•	 Locating future development and facilities along the 
central pedestrian walkway will enhance the sense 
of community.

•	 Siting of future development and buildings can help 
achieve topographic transitions between different 
elevations that will make pedestrian movement 
easier.

“Provide flexibility to accommodate long-term program 
needs” 

•	 Because future programs and facility needs are 
dependent on budgetary, demographic, and other 
trends, it is difficult to predict exactly what the 10- 
to 15-year program for campus may be.  Therefore, 
City College intends to retain flexibility for future 
plans.

“Support neighborhood revitalization and vitality”

•	 The City College Master Plan identifies measures to 
increase connections between the campus and the 
surrounding community. Improvements of partic-
ular value to the community will be implemented 
on campus so that they are also accessible to the 
public.  These include the Wellness Center, athletic 
venues, cultural events, and other linkages between 
the campus and community.  

17 City College of San Francisco. 2004 (June 10). City College of San Francisco, 
Master Plan. As approved by the City College Board of Trustees. San Francisco, 
CA. Prepared by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill LLP), BMS Design Group, Levy Design 
Partners, Arup, Davis Langdon Adamson, Fehr & Peers Associates, Kennedy/
Jenks, Simon & Associates, and SWA Group. Pages 61–63.



T A S K  1 :  P l a n n i n g  C o n t e x t

2 6  |

CURRENT PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS NEAR 
BALBOA RESERVOIR
Phelan Loop Project
One objective of the Balboa Park Plan was to reconfigure the 
Phelan Loop, an existing bus turnaround.  The new design 
of Phelan Loop is intended to serve as a gateway feature to 
the commercial district and a “new front door” on Ocean 
Avenue.18   The bus loop is now completed and the mixed-
use and affordable housing project on the old Phelan Loop 
is under construction.  Eventually, a public plaza will be 
located between the new mixed-use building and the Phelan 
Loop.  This public plaza will be called Unity Plaza.  The plaza 
will include trees, benches, a domed play structure, and 
historical photos of the area.19  

The existing fire station at the corner of Ocean Avenue and 
Phelan Avenue will receive some upgrades as part of the 
Phelan Loop Project. 

Ocean Avenue Corridor Design 
The San Francisco Planning Department and the San 
Francisco Department of Public Works have partnered to 
implement streetscape improvements along Ocean Avenue.  
Workshops were held throughout spring and summer 2014 
to gather community feedback regarding two projects on 
Ocean Avenue.  Short-term improvements are set to take 
place on Ocean Avenue from Howth Street to Manor Drive.  
These short-term efforts are funded by Proposition B, the 
Road Repaving and Street Safety Bond.  Longer term efforts 
are planned for Ocean Avenue from Phelan Avenue to the 
Balboa Park BART Station.  Community outreach efforts have 
resulted in a conceptual design for the intersection of Ocean 
Avenue and Phelan Avenue.  The intersection will eventually 
be realigned and safety measures such as bike lanes, bulb-
outs, and pedestrian amenities will increase the safety of 
the corridor.  Workshop attendees also viewed three potential 

18 City and County of San Francisco. 2009. Balboa Park Station, an Area Plan 
of the General Plan of the City and County of San Francisco. Draft for adoption 
October 2008; adopted by the Board of Supervisors April 7, 2009. San Francisco, 
CA. Page 13.	
19 San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency. 2014 (July 7). SFMTA and 
Community Name Ocean Avenue Plaza, “Unity Plaza.” Press release. Available: 
http://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/pressreleases/Press%20Release--SFM-
TA%20and%20Community%20Name%20Ocean%20Avenue%20Plaza%20
Unity%20Plaza.pdf. 	

options for streetscape changes along Geneva Avenue.  The 
analysis and planning and design phase is ongoing and will 
continue through August 2015. 

San Francisco Bicycle Plan
The goals of the San Francisco Bicycle Plan are to increase 
the safe use of bicycles throughout San Francisco and to 
adopt more bicycle-friendly policies in the city.  Increasing 
bicycle use in San Francisco is an important component of 
the City’s climate action plan and Transit-First Policy. 

Multiple streets around Balboa Reservoir are identified in the 
San Francisco Bicycle Plan for near-term improvements to 
bicycle route networks.  These routes include Ocean Avenue 
(Alemany Boulevard to Lee Avenue) and Phelan Avenue 
(Judson Avenue to Ocean Avenue).  Long-term improvements 
are planned for Holloway Avenue (Harold Avenue to Junipero 
Serra Boulevard).

Completed Phelan Loop
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Balboa Park Area Plan & Historic Resource 
Survey
The Balboa Park Area Plan & Historic Resource Survey was 
completed in August 2008.  The primary purpose was to 
identify historic and cultural resources along and off the 
spine of Ocean Avenue.  The historic resource survey was a 
complementary effort to the Balboa Park Plan and the same 
geographic boundaries were used for this study.  Balboa 
Reservoir is included in the study boundaries, but no historic 
resources are identified on Balboa Reservoir.23   However, 
many historical buildings and architectural styles can 
be found along Ocean Avenue and in the Westwood Park 
neighborhood adjacent to Balboa Reservoir. 

23 San Francisco Planning Department. 2008 (August 3). Balboa Park Area Plan 
& Historic Resource Survey, San Francisco, California, Historic Context Statement. 
San Francisco, CA. Prepared by TBA West, Inc., Daly City, CA. Available: http://
www.sf-planning.org/Modules/ShowDocument.aspx?documentid=557.	

Balboa Park Station Capacity and 
Conceptual Engineering Study
The Balboa Park Station Capacity and Conceptual Engineering 
Study (conducted by Jacobs Engineering Group) included 
a more detailed engineering feasibility analysis and other 
supporting studies that would help to refine the long-range 
vision presented in the Balboa Park Plan.  Some of the 
projects included in the scope of the study have already been 
implemented.  These projects include widening sidewalks 
along Geneva Avenue, installing pedestrian-scale lighting, 
and completing other accessibility improvements.20   Station 
access and safety improvements are ongoing. 

Balboa Park Station Area Circulation Study 
The final report of the Balboa Park Station Area Circulation 
Study was adopted by the Transportation Authority Board on 
June 24, 2014. 

The purpose of the study is to establish implementable 
station and freeway access improvements based on the 
policies listed in the Balboa Park Plan.21   Because the Balboa 
Park Station is one of the busiest intermodal transit facilities 
in San Francisco, the goals of this study include increasing 
bicycle and pedestrian safety, making transit operations more 
efficient, and reducing the negative effects of automobile 
traffic.22  

20 San Francisco Planning Department. 2014. Interagency Plan Implementation 
Committee Annual Report, 2014. San Francisco, CA.	
21 San Francisco County Transportation Authority. 2014 (April). Balboa Park 
Station Area Circulation Study. Final Report. San Francisco, CA. Prepared by 
Fehr & Peers, Arup, and Nelson Nygaard. Available: http://www.sfcta.org/trans-
portation-planning-and-studies/current-research-and-other-projectsstudies/
balboa-park-station-area-circulation-study.	
22 San Francisco Planning Department. 2014. Interagency Plan Implementation 
Committee Annual IPIC Report, 2014. San Francisco, CA.	
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RECENT PROJECTS AND PLANNED DEVELOPMENT
Ocean Avenue and the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District have had many significant development 
projects in recent years.  Multiple new mixed-use developments have been built or are under construction along Ocean Avenue 
south of Balboa Reservoir.  See the table below and Figure 8 for the locations and brief descriptions of significant developments 
near Balboa Reservoir.  

PROJECT 
LOCATION

ADDRESS PROJECT DESCRIPTION PROJECT STATUS

1 1490 OCEAN AVENUE

•	 Four-story mixed-use building
•	 15 residential units
•	 4,356 square feet of commercial
•	 15 off-street parking spaces

APPROVED

2
1150 OCEAN AVENUE

(AVALON BAY) 

•	 One four-story and one five-story  
mixed-use building

•	 173 residential units
•	 29,500 square feet of commercial 
•	 Whole Foods grocery tenant

COMPLETED

3 270 BRIGHTON AVENUE
•	 Two, four-story mixed-use buildings
•	 27 total residential units
•	 3,653 square feet of commercial
•	 13 off-street parking spaces

UNDER CONSTRUCTION

4 1100 OCEAN AVENUE
(MERCY HOUSING) 

•	 Five-story mixed-use building
•	 71 below market rate residential units
•	 7,300 square feet of commercial
•	 Five off-street parking spaces

UNDER CONSTRUCTION

FIGURE 8: SURROUNDING DEVELOPMENTS
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To anticipate market conditions for any potential future 
development on Balboa Reservoir, the project team undertook 
an analysis of prevailing market conditions in the Balboa 
Park neighborhood.  This involved analyzing rents and 
vacancy conditions for retail space, multifamily housing, 
townhomes, and parking in the neighborhood and comparable 
developments over all of San Francisco.  

The project team compared surrounding real estate 
market rents to citywide rents to estimate any associated 
discount that should be applied to new development at 
Balboa Reservoir compared to the city overall.  The team 
also evaluated rents for townhomes in new developments 
citywide to inform future rents of new development at Balboa 
Reservoir.  

The project team can establish a general rent multiplier using 
the average discount of prevailing rents in the immediate 
market area compared to the city overall, then applying 
the multiplier to prevailing rents of recently constructed 
development citywide. The result is a general order of 
magnitude rent expectations for the subject property.  Note 
that all rent estimates evaluated in this early phase are 
subject to change as product mix, on-site amenities, and 
shifting real estate market conditions inform the overall 
economic value of Balboa Reservoir. Note that this Task 1 
does not project rents for the subject property because of the 
preliminary condition of the analysis. 

ECONOMIC CONDITIONS

City College parking lot

New development along Ocean Avenue including the Ingleside 
Branch Library

Muni line along Ocean Avenue in front of the Avalon Bay 
development

Mercy Housing development under construction in Fall of 2014
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OCEAN AVENUE RETAIL SAN FRANCISCO CITY RETAIL 

AVAILABILITY SURVEY 5-YEAR SURVEY 5-YEAR

NNN* RENT PER 
SQUARE FOOT $30.00 $27.52 $39.79 $33.56

VACANCY RATE 6.30% 7.80% 2.00% 2.80%

AVAILABILITY 
RATE 2.00% 8.40% 2.70% 3.70%

MONTHS ON 
MARKET 11.1 8.6 8.7 8.8

*NNN= Triple Net Rates

Existing Retail Market
Source: Data provided by CoStar Group in 2014

The project team reviewed rents and vacancy rates of nearby retail space. This includes considering retail leasing conditions on 
Ocean Avenue, West Portal, Excelsior, and The Triangle.  

Balboa Reservoir is adjacent to the Ocean Avenue retail corridor and serves as the closest comparable retail space.  Although 
vacancy levels remain slightly higher there than for the city, rental rates are healthy and equivalent to citywide retail rents.  

According to CoStar Group analytics, there is an 80% probability that all retail space along the Ocean Avenue corridor will be 
100% leased within 12 months.  Overall, the retail market appears healthy with availability rate (i.e. the percentage of space 
currently available for lease) of 2% and lease rates rising to $30 per square foot per year.  However, the average amount of 
time on available for lease (i.e. “months on market) is higher than the City overall estimated at approximately 11 months 
compared to approximately 9 months citywide (Figure 9).  

FIGURE 9: EXISTING RETAIL MARKET

FIGURE 10: RETAIL MARKET TRENDS
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Retail
Source: Data provided by CoStar Group in 2014

To compare the adjacent Ocean Avenue retail corridor to surrounding competition, the project team review CoStar retail real 
estate reports for four nearby commercial corridors.  Specifically, the project team reviewed retail real estate market conditions 
for The Triangle, West Portal, Excelsior District, and Visitacion Valley. CoStar reported average lease rates from approximately 
$24 per square foot per year in Visitacion Valley to $48 per square foot per year in West Portal.  The Triangle indicated the 
highest vacancy rate of 18% compared to 1% in West Portal. Rental rates for the Excelsior District and The Triangle were the 
closest to rents at Balboa Reservoir at approximately $31 per square foot per and $36 per square foot per year, respectively.  

FIGURE 11: RETAIL COMPARABLES
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FIGURE 12: LEAKAGE ANALYSIS

Leakage Analysis
Source: Data compiled by AECOM in 2014 based on Esri 
Business Analyst Online

AECOM performed a leakage analysis using Esri Business 
Analyst Online, which compared neighborhood-area spending 
power versus estimated retail sales within Balboa Reservoir 
(see Figure 12).  The leakage analysis indicates which retail 
goods and services are potentially unmet for surrounding 
residents in the Ocean Avenue corridor.  This limited retail-
leakage analysis identified several additional retail items that 
could be captured locally if available high-quality offerings 
were located within Balboa Reservoir.  These include 
limited service eating places, florists, health and personal 
care stores, and food services and drinking places.  The 
preliminary analysis could be used to indicate the potential 
goods and services that could be located in this neighborhood 
to attract the existing resident base. Moreover, it indicates 
additional demand for retail space beyond the available retail 
space supply. 

Intersection of Plymouth and Ocean Avenue
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Multifamily
Source: Information compiled by AECOM in 2014 based on 
Realfacts data

The project team reviewed multifamily rental housing trends 
for the City of San Francisco and for select submarkets.  
Of particular interest was a review of prevailing rents and 
occupancy trends of rental housing offered near Balboa 
Reservoir.  Specifically, the project team focused on 
multifamily project leasing in Zip Codes 94131 and 94112.  
The project team accessed RealFacts Apartment market data 
which surveys quarterly apartment developments of over 50 
units.  In addition, prevailing rents for recently developed 
housing was evaluated to understand the market premium 
commanded by more modern rental housing developments in 
San Francisco.  

Neighborhood Rental Housing Conditions
Rent and occupancy rankings show that these two zip codes include products with lower rents than found in other zip codes in 
San Francisco, but at the same time display higher occupancy. Figure 13 shows the estimated average rents per square foot 
and occupancy rates by zip code.  The zip codes’ lower rents yet higher occupancy rates indicate potential for rent growth as 
the housing market remains relatively tight, creating upward pressure on rents.  Overall, average monthly rents for Zip Codes 
94131 and 94112 range between approximately $3,100 and $2,900 per month, respectively.  On average, multifamily rents are 
approximately 10 percent lower than the citywide average.  

FIGURE 13: RENT AND OCCUPANCY RANKING

FIGURE 14: SAN FRANCISCO ZIP CODES
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FIGURE 15: MULTIFAMILY RENT TRENDS

New Multifamily Rental Trends
The project team reviewed rents for multifamily projects that 
opened within the last year in San Francisco.  On average, 
rents for these developments are approximately 16% 
higher than citywide multifamily rents.  In other words, new 
housing commands higher rents than the overall supply.  
Rents for new multifamily housing average approximately 
$4.90 per square foot compared to $4.20 per square foot 
for multifamily housing citywide (i.e. the citywide average 
for housing regardless of the year constructed).  As shown 
in Figure 15, the citywide supply of studios and 1-bedroom 
units rent at higher rates per square foot compared to larger 
two and three bedroom units.  However, this variance in 
rents per square foot is more muted among new housing 
with the exception of two bedroom – two bathroom units.  
Avalon Ocean Avenue is the closest comparable multifamily 
housing project as it is directly south of Balboa Reservoir.  
Current asking rents at Avalon Bay Ocean Avenue range 
from approximately $3.10 to $5.40 per square foot with the 
smaller units commanding the highest rents per square 
foot.  At the time of the background assessment (November, 
2014), there were no available apartments rents.  As such, 
apartment rents may be actually higher than those most 
recently documented by RealFacts or on Avalon Bay Ocean 
Avenue’s website as they have not had to update their rents 
to reflect prevailing market conditions.24

24 Avalon Communities. Avalon Ocean Avenue.  Available: http://www.
avaloncommunities.com/california/san-francisco-apartments/ava-
lon-ocean-avenue/floor-plans.	

Housing near Balboa Reservoir

Westwood Park neighborhood to the west of Balboa Reservoir
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Parking
Source: Data compiled by AECOM in 2014 based on DataSF and SFpark

The project team reviewed parking rates for on-street and off-street parking near the Balboa Station as future parking revenue 
will contribute to inform the development program and the underlying land value of Balboa Reservoir.  Figure 16 shows the 
location of parking prices researched in this background analysis.

FIGURE 16: PARKING COMPARABLES
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Public Parking
Overall, public parking rates in the surrounding market 
area average approximately $2 per hour.  The City College 
Reservoir lot charges $3 per hour.  Rates decrease for daily 
and monthly parking.  

Private Parking
Private parking lots charge higher rates at approximately $3 
per hour.  As with public parking rates, pricing decreases 
for daily and monthly parking.  Avalon Bay charges 
approximately $200 per month for reserved parking and $120 
per month for motorcycle parking.  

Tier Parking Pricing Calculator
The City uses a tiered approached to pricing parking. Hourly 
rates are priced the highest with pricing decreased by tiers 
of time.  Figure 17 shows a typical pricing calculator for San 
Francisco parking facilities.   

FIGURE 17: PARKING PRICING STRATEGY

Cars parked in the Balboa Reservoir. City College campus is 
visible in the background
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ANALYSIS OF EXISTING CONDITIONS
Zoning / Height Limits
Balboa Reservoir is zoned as P, “Public,” in the San Francisco 
Zoning Code.  The adjacent land to the east that houses 
additional City College parking and the relatively new City 
College Multiuse Building is also zoned as Public.  According 
to the San Francisco Planning Department, designation as 
a P District applies to land that is owned by a governmental 
agency and is in some form of public use.  

The portion of Ocean Avenue between Phelan Avenue and 
Manor Avenue is part of the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood 
Commercial Transit District.  The district is intended to 
provide resident-serving commercial uses on ground floors 
and housing on upper floors.  Standards for residential 
uses include height and bulk, setbacks, and lot coverage.  
Access to off-street parking and loading is prohibited on 
Ocean Avenue to promote the pedestrian-oriented quality 
and character of the street.  The commercial element of the 
Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District is 
intended to provide convenience goods to neighborhoods 
surrounding Ocean Avenue.  Commercial uses such as retail 
stores, restaurants, and neighborhood-service offices are 
permitted in this district.25   

The Westwood Park neighborhood is zoned as RH-1(D), 
“Residential–House, One Family–Detached.” Structures in 
this district are characterized by wider lots and typically have 
side yards.  The Westwood Park neighborhood falls within 
the Westwood Park Residential Character District, which is a 
special-use district identified in the San Francisco Planning 
Code.  New and existing residential buildings in this district 
are subject to residential design guidelines that dictate 
siting, scale, texture, detailing, openings, and landscaping.26   
Neighborhoods south of Ocean Avenue are zoned as RH-2, 
“Residential–House, Two Family.”  Homes in this district are 
typically one- and two-family homes.27   

See Figure 18 for the zoning districts on and around Balboa 
Reservoir.

25 San Francisco Zoning Code, Section 737.1.	
26 San Francisco Zoning Code, Section 244.1.	
27 San Francisco Zoning Code, Section 206.1.	

Homes in the Westwood Park neighborhood within the ‘Westwood 
Park Residential Character District’

Five-story Avalon Bay development along Ocean Avenue
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FIGURE 18: ZONING DISTRICTS
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Height and Bulk
Like much of the Balboa Park Station Area, Balboa Reservoir 
is in a 40-foot height district, meaning that project 
proponents can currently build structures to 40 feet. Along 
the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District, 
buildings are allowed up to 45 feet for the most part, except 
in the 55-foot zone along Ocean Avenue between Phelan 
and Plymouth Avenues.  The parcels in this zone contain 
the recent Avalon Bay and Mercy Housing developments, 
both with ground-floor retail and four floors of residential 
above.  The Westwood Park neighborhood directly west of 
Balboa Reservoir is in a 28-X zone.  The City College parcels 
adjacent to Balboa Reservoir and adjacent to surrounding 
neighborhoods are limited to 65 feet in height.  Most of the 
main campus east of Phelan Avenue has a height limit of 105 
feet.  These areas also have bulk controls that limit building 
dimensions at various height thresholds.  

See Figure 19 for the height and bulk districts around Balboa 
Reservoir.  

Buildings within the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commerical Transit District have a maximum height of 45 feet

City College is within the 106-E Height and Bulk district
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FIGURE 19: HEIGHT AND BULK DISTRICTS
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proximity appealing and support housing at Balboa Reservoir.  
Furthermore, the introduction of a variety of more units into 
the neighborhood would provide housing for a diversity of 
new residents.  

The existing landforms on Balboa Reservoir provide an 
opportunity because of the volume of good soil fill material 
in the existing berms.  This soil can be re-graded into a 
landform (such as stepped terraces) that could be well 
suited for new homes, streets, and parks.  This is noteworthy 
because although the base of Balboa Reservoir is relatively 
flat, the boundaries or edges of the property range from flat 
to relatively steep.  The soil available from the berms could 
be used to establish a smooth transition between the two via 
the creation of stepped terraces.  

Utilities are well established in the Balboa Park 
neighborhood.  Because the areas surrounding Balboa 
Reservoir are currently served by a water distribution 
network, a combined sewer system, power, and natural gas, 
one can assume that existing utility providers can also serve 
Balboa Reservoir.  

Depending on the type of development that will occur on 
Balboa Reservoir, density bonuses may be available.  In the 
Housing Element of the General Plan, a 25% density bonus 
is allowed on projects that provide 20% of units for lower 
income households or 50% of units for senior citizens.28   
Should either of these uses be considered for Balboa 
Reservoir, density bonuses may allow for more development 
options.  

The Balboa Park Station Area Plan Final Environmental 
Impact Report (Balboa Park Plan FEIR) finds that the 
speculative development of 500 residential units on Balboa 
28 City and County of San Francisco. 1996. San Francisco General Plan, Housing 
Element, Policy 4.4. San Francisco, CA.	

Opportunities
From a development perspective, it is advantageous that 
the western portion of Balboa Reservoir is entirely owned by 
SFPUC.  Balboa Reservoir itself is fairly large, thus allowing 
for increased flexibility when considering development 
opportunities.  Given the size and shape of Balboa Reservoir, 
it could likely accommodate a neighborhood park or plaza 
in addition to housing and other uses.  The park or plaza 
could be designed with a complementary open-space link to 
provide a physical connection to the Unity Plaza on Ocean 
Avenue, which is currently under construction.  

The location of Balboa Reservoir is ideal from a 
transportation perspective.  Given the proximity of BART, 
the K Ingleside, the 8X Bayshore Express, the 49 Van 
Ness–Mission, the 29 Sunset, and other transit lines, any 
future development occurring on Balboa Reservoir would 
be highly accessible by many transportation modes. Future 
residents of Balboa Reservoir could easily travel to any 
part of San Francisco and many parts of the Bay Area via 
BART, Muni, or other modes of transportation.  See the 
Transportation Analysis memorandum for further discussion 
of transportation opportunities at Balboa Reservoir.   

Ocean Avenue is becoming more attractive; appealing 
amenities such as the newly constructed Whole Foods Market 
have been added, and infill development has increased in 
the adjacent community.  The growth surrounding Balboa 
Reservoir creates a favorable environment for housing and 
open space for a variety of families and household types.  
Background economic analysis indicate housing to be the 
highest and best use given low vacancy rates and increasing 
rents in the neighborhood; especially for new housing units.  

Balboa Reservoir is located close to academic institutions 
of all levels: high schools, elementary schools, and City 
College.  Families with children or students may find this 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Balboa Reservoir presents an exciting potential opportunity site for development that could fulfill the objectives of the City’s 
Public Sites Program by addressing housing shortages, and could provide financial returns to the City.  After completing a 
preliminary review of existing conditions at Balboa Reservoir, the project team determined that the site presents the initial 
opportunities and constraints listed below.  Note that opportunities and constraints related to transportation are summarized in 
the Transportation Analysis memorandum (Task 2), which is submitted concurrently with this study under separate cover. Figure 
20 provides a visual interpretation of opportunities and constraints.  The table on page 42 lists a summary of the opportunities 
and constraints provided in this section. 



T A S K  1 :  P l a n n i n g  C o n t e x t

4 2  |

Reservoir would not result in significant land use impacts.29   
The Balboa Park Plan FEIR states that land use effects on 
Balboa Reservoir would minimally disrupt the established 
community because land use controls would be implemented 
to encourage transit-oriented development “for a more 
cohesive, livable neighborhood environment.”30   Although 
any future proposed projects would require individual 
environmental review, development on Balboa Reservoir has 
received programmatic environmental clearance through the 
Balboa Park Plan FEIR.  

Constraints
In addition to the opportunities provided for potential 
development of Balboa Reservoir, there are some challenges 
to overcome.  One challenge is the current zoning of Balboa 
Reservoir.  Buildings under the current Public zoning 
restrictions are restricted to a maximum height of 40 feet.  
This limitation would not allow for a building of more than 
three stories; therefore, a zoning change would need to be 
requested for Balboa Reservoir. 

Given the diversity of development surrounding Balboa 
Reservoir (City College, Archbishop Riordan High School, 
Westwood Park neighborhood), any new, large scale 
development may not initially be compatible with existing 
uses (perceived or otherwise).  The design and layout of 
any new development should take extra care to ensure 
compatibility with the existing uses on all sides.  

Completing the Lee Avenue Extension to improve access 
to Balboa Reservoir would involve placing the right-of-
way for this road across a triangular parcel owned by 
SFPUC.  Completing this road could be costly because of 
the engineering needed to accommodate the steep grade 
at the end of the Lee Avenue Extension.  The result of this 
roadway not being available could result in the reduction in 
the number of housing units that could be accommodated on 
site due to limited roadway access.  SFPUC may also need 
to move pipelines to accommodate the road extension.  Any 
development proposed for the Balboa Reservoir must be 
aware of appropriate setback requirements for utilities owned 

29 City and County of San Francisco. 2008 (December 4). Balboa Park Station 
Area Plan Final Environmental Impact Report. San Francisco Planning Department 
Case No. 2004.1059E, State Clearinghouse No. 2006072114. San Francisco, CA. 
Page 137.	
30 City and County of San Francisco. 2008 (December 4). Balboa Park Station 
Area Plan Final Environmental Impact Report. San Francisco Planning Department 
Case No. 2004.1059E, State Clearinghouse No. 2006072114. San Francisco, CA. 
Page 137.	

or maintained by the SFPUC or other utility providers.    

The existing landforms on-site do not exclude development 
opportunities but do limit them.  In its current condition, 
Balboa Reservoir is bounded on three sides by earth berms, 
each with a slope exceeding 15%.  These berms both limit 
access and, because of their land area, reduce the size of a 
cohesive development area.  

Because Balboa Reservoir has never been developed, 
infrastructure connections would need to be updated or 
created.  Easements running along the southern edge 
of Balboa Reservoir limit the area available for new 
development, given that SFPUC prohibits structures on its 
infrastructure to protect it.  The project team should meet 
with representatives from SFPUC and the San Francisco 
Department of Public Works’s Engineering Hydraulics Division 
to confirm whether the adjacent sewer infrastructure has 
adequate capacity and integrity to serve the potential 
development.  

Lastly, retail real estate market conditions indicate only 
moderate demand for new retail space.

There are steep berms on three sides of the Balboa Reservoir. The 
berms may limit the accessibility of Balboa Reservoir. However, the 
berms may also facilitate development because they provide soil 
fill material that may be re-graded.
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FIGURE 20: OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS
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TOPIC POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES POTENTIAL CONSTRAINTS

Urban 
Design

•	 The large size and rectangular shape of the Balboa 
Reservoir provides flexibility for site design

•	 New development on Balboa Reservoir would facilitate the 
creation of connections between City College, the Ocean 
Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District, and 
surrounding neighborhoods. 

•	 Given the diversity of development surrounding Balboa 
Reservoir (City College, Archbishop Riordan High School, 
Westwood Park neighborhood), any new, large scale 
development may not initially be compatible with existing 
uses.  The design and layout of any new development 
should take extra care to ensure compatibility with the 
existing uses on all sides. 

Land Use

•	 Given the size and shape of Balboa Reservoir, it could likely 
accommodate a neighborhood park or plaza in addition to 
housing and other uses.  

•	 Recent development near the Balboa Reservoir on Ocean 
Avenue (resident serving uses like grocery stores and 
shops) would be complementary to proposed housing or 
mixed use development.

•	 The location of Balboa Reservoir is ideal from a 
transportation perspective (see Transportation Analysis 
Memo for more detail).  

•	 Completing the Lee Avenue Extension to improve access 
to Balboa Reservoir would involve placing the right-of-way 
for this road across a triangular parcel owned by SFPUC.  
Completing this road could be costly because of the 
engineering needed to accommodate the steep grade at 
the end of the Lee Avenue Extension.  If this connection is 
not gained it could result in the reduction in the number of 
housing units that could be accommodated on site due to 
limited roadway access.

Socio-
Economics

•	 Balboa Reservoir is located close to academic institutions 
of all levels: high schools, elementary schools, and City 
College.  Families with children or students may find 
this proximity appealing and support housing at Balboa 
Reservoir.  

•	 The introduction of a variety of additional units into the 
neighborhood would provide housing for a cross-section of 
new residents.

•	 Any new, large scale development may not initially be 
perceived by neighbors as compatible with existing uses. 

Physical

•	 The existing landforms on Balboa Reservoir provide an 
opportunity because of the volume of good soil fill material 
in the existing berms.  This soil can be re-graded into 
a landform (such as stepped terraces) that could be 
well suited for new homes, streets, and parks.  This is 
noteworthy because although the base of Balboa Reservoir 
is relatively flat, the boundaries or edges of the property 
range from flat to relatively steep.  The soil available from 
the berms could be used to establish a smooth transition 
between the two via the creation of stepped terraces.  

•	 Berms are steep (15% slope); because of their size the 
berms limit the buildable land area and create potential 
site access issues. 

Real Estate

•	 Balboa Reservoir is one large parcel under SFPUC 
ownership; a single owner facilitates the development 
process.

•	 Background economic analysis indicate housing to be 
the highest and best use with low vacancy rates and 
increasing rents in the neighborhood; especially for new 
housing units. 

•	 Retail real estate market conditions indicate moderate 
demand for new retail space.

OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS TABLE 
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TOPIC POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES POTENTIAL CONSTRAINTS

Urban 
Design

•	 The large size and rectangular shape of the Balboa 
Reservoir provides flexibility for site design

•	 New development on Balboa Reservoir would facilitate the 
creation of connections between City College, the Ocean 
Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit District, and 
surrounding neighborhoods. 

•	 Given the diversity of development surrounding Balboa 
Reservoir (City College, Archbishop Riordan High School, 
Westwood Park neighborhood), any new, large scale 
development may not initially be compatible with existing 
uses.  The design and layout of any new development 
should take extra care to ensure compatibility with the 
existing uses on all sides. 

Land Use

•	 Given the size and shape of Balboa Reservoir, it could likely 
accommodate a neighborhood park or plaza in addition to 
housing and other uses.  

•	 Recent development near the Balboa Reservoir on Ocean 
Avenue (resident serving uses like grocery stores and 
shops) would be complementary to proposed housing or 
mixed use development.

•	 The location of Balboa Reservoir is ideal from a 
transportation perspective (see Transportation Analysis 
Memo for more detail).  

•	 Completing the Lee Avenue Extension to improve access 
to Balboa Reservoir would involve placing the right-of-way 
for this road across a triangular parcel owned by SFPUC.  
Completing this road could be costly because of the 
engineering needed to accommodate the steep grade at 
the end of the Lee Avenue Extension.  If this connection is 
not gained it could result in the reduction in the number of 
housing units that could be accommodated on site due to 
limited roadway access.

Socio-
Economics

•	 Balboa Reservoir is located close to academic institutions 
of all levels: high schools, elementary schools, and City 
College.  Families with children or students may find 
this proximity appealing and support housing at Balboa 
Reservoir.  

•	 The introduction of a variety of additional units into the 
neighborhood would provide housing for a cross-section of 
new residents.

•	 Any new, large scale development may not initially be 
perceived by neighbors as compatible with existing uses. 

Physical

•	 The existing landforms on Balboa Reservoir provide an 
opportunity because of the volume of good soil fill material 
in the existing berms.  This soil can be re-graded into 
a landform (such as stepped terraces) that could be 
well suited for new homes, streets, and parks.  This is 
noteworthy because although the base of Balboa Reservoir 
is relatively flat, the boundaries or edges of the property 
range from flat to relatively steep.  The soil available from 
the berms could be used to establish a smooth transition 
between the two via the creation of stepped terraces.  

•	 Berms are steep (15% slope); because of their size the 
berms limit the buildable land area and create potential 
site access issues. 

Real Estate

•	 Balboa Reservoir is one large parcel under SFPUC 
ownership; a single owner facilitates the development 
process.

•	 Background economic analysis indicate housing to be 
the highest and best use with low vacancy rates and 
increasing rents in the neighborhood; especially for new 
housing units. 

•	 Retail real estate market conditions indicate moderate 
demand for new retail space.

NEXT STEPS
This memorandum represents the deliverable for Task 1, 
“Review Planning Context,” of AECOM’s scope of work.  

The memorandum for Task 2, “Transportation Analysis,” 
is being submitted concurrently under separate cover. 
Assumptions are being made to inform next steps in 
developing land use and urban design concept alternatives 
for Balboa Reservoir and holding public workshops.  

TOPIC POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES POTENTIAL CONSTRAINTS

Utilities
•	 Public utilities already serve the areas surrounding the 

Balboa Reservoir; therefore it can be assumed that new 
development could also be served.

•	 Because Balboa Reservoir has never been developed, 
infrastructure connections would need to be updated or 
created.  

•	 Development cannot occur on existing infrastructure 
easements.

•	 SFPUC may need to move pipelines to accommodate the 
Lee Avenue Extension.  Any development proposed for the 
Balboa Reservoir must be aware of appropriate setback 
requirements for utilities owned or maintained by the 
SFPUC or other utility providers.  

Policy / 
Zoning

•	 The Balboa Park Plan FEIR finds that the speculative 
development of 500 residential units on Balboa 
Reservoir would not result in significant land use 
impacts.   Development on Balboa Reservoir has received 
programmatic environmental clearance through the Balboa 
Park Plan FEIR. 

•	 Depending on the type of development that will occur on 
Balboa Reservoir, density bonuses may be available.  In 
the Housing Element of the General Plan, a 25% density 
bonus is allowed on projects that provide 20% of units 
for lower income households or 50% of units for senior 
citizens.  

•	 ‘Public’ zoning restricts the height of development to 
40 feet; therefore a zoning change would be needed to 
facilitate development of more than 3 stories.

•	 Future proposed projects would require individual 
environmental review.
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Appendix A: Balboa Reservoir Easements 

Appendix 
Number 

Document Date Document Title Description San Francisco Assessor-
Recorder Document Number 

Board of Supervisors’ Resolution 
Number 

Notes 

A1 

May 17, 2012 Termination of 
Easements 

City College and the City and 
County of San Francisco (CCSF) 
terminated:  

(1) CCSF Grant of Easement to 
City College recorded on 
October 15, 1992 

(2) City College Grant of Pipeline 
Easement to CCSF recorded 
on October 15, 1992 

2012-J414054 
F223284 
F223285 

File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11  

A2 

May 17, 2012 Quitclaim Deed 
(Portion of Block 
3180, Lot 1) 

CCSF quitclaimed 6.21 acres of 
Block 3180, Lot 1 to City College 
(eastern portion of the north basin 
retained in 1992) 

2012-J414055 File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11  As part of this transfer, City College agreed to reimburse the SFPUC for 50% of the total 
costs to install any reinforcement improvements in the event that the SFPUC decided to 
use its adjacent property as a water storage reservoir. 

A3 
May 17, 2012 Quitclaim Deed 

(Portion of Block 
3180, Lot 1) 

CCSF quitclaimed the Bookstore 
Property (5,835 sq. ft.) to City 
College 

2012-J414056 File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11  

A4 

May 17, 2012 Quitclaim Deed 
(Portion of Block 
3180, Lot 1) 

City College quitclaimed 6.60 acres 
of Block 3180, Lot 001 to CCSF 

2012-J414057 
 
 
 

File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11  

A5 

May 17, 2012 Access Easement 
Agreement 
(Portion of Block 
3180, Lot 001) 

City College granted CCSF a 60' 
access easement over the City 
College property (running 
east/west on the northern edge); 
CCSF granted City College a 50' 
access easement over the CCSF 
property (running north/south on 
the eastern edge) 

2012-J414058 File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11  As part of this agreement, SFPUC and City College recorded an Access Easement 
Agreement where the parties granted reciprocal access over their respective property for 
the "construction, use, operation, maintenance, and repair of an accessway with two (2) 
sidewalks" (Access Agreement 2012-J414058) 

 This agreement calls for City College to connect the accessway to Lee Avenue.  Completion 
of the Lee Avenue Extension will require substantial funding in light of the steep grade and 
possible need to relocate underlying water distribution pipelines (Refer to Utilities and 
Infrastructure text). 

A6 

May 17, 2012 Pipeline Easement 
Agreement 
(Portion of Block 
3180, Lot 001) 

City College granted CCSF a 
pipeline easement across the 
southwest corner of the Bookstore 
Property 

2012-J414494 File No. 110771, Resolution No. 304-11 
 

 The pipelines also continue to the south of the City College property through pipeline 
easements. One pipeline easement runs through the Mercy Housing property to the north 
of Ocean Avenue, which Mercy Housing acquired in a series of transactions that first 
began in 2010 with the City’s transfer of the Mercy Housing property to the former 
Redevelopment Agency. Another SFPUC pipeline easement occurs through a portion of 
the City College bookstore property. This occurred concurrently with the bookstore 
property transfer, when City College granted SFPUC a water pipeline easement over the 
southwestern portion of the bookstore property transferred to City College. The SFPUC 
pipelines also run through the subsurface of the Phelan Loop parallel to Ocean Avenue on 
property which the SFMTA owns.  In an agreement between the Municipal Transit 
Authority (MTA) and the SFPUC, MTA agreed to allow the 60-foot wide pipeline easement 
running parallel to Ocean Avenue. 

Source: SFPUC 
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