Public Review Draft

Balboa Park Station Area Plan

Prepared with and for the Citizens of Balboa Park by the
San Francisco Planning Department
As Part of the Better Neighborhoods Program

October 2002

This plan is dedicated to the people in the neighborhoods around the Balboa Park Station. It would not have been possible without your selfless
interest, tireless work, perseverance, and the belief that you can have a better neighborhood. We are bringing the plan back to you for more consideration, review, comment, and discussion, in the hopes of crafting a coherent set of policies that will offer, in the end, the best possible solutions among
many differing interests.

Imagine...
the transformation of Balboa Park Station from a bleak and seemingly
forgotten part of San Francisco into an active, interesting place—an
efficient transit node and vital hub for the neighborhoods surrounding it.
Imagine more people living around the transit hub and along Geneva,
Ocean and San Jose Avenues. Housing affordable to people of all incomes
creates a neighborhood heart that is no longer just an unpleasant place to
wait for the bus or train. New mixed-use buildings gracefully accommodate much-needed housing, with less of the traffic and other ills that can
come when housing is built where there is little or no transit, and help
enliven the main streets and the neighborhood shops.
Imagine dramatically transformed streets and open spaces, comfortable for
pedestrians and bicyclists, with calm traffic, gracious sidewalks, safe intersections, and more street trees and other amenities. The transit station is
transformed into a truly functional transit hub, with convenient transfers
between BART, streetcars and buses; easy access by foot, bike, and automobile; and new entrances where they are needed.
Imagine City College contributing to the vitality of the neighborhood by
being better integrated into it. More students choose to ride transit rather
than to drive to the neighborhood. And they are now found in greater
numbers shopping in the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial
District.
Imagine the future of the Balboa Reservoir finally decided. The reservoir is
no longer a void in the neighborhood, but has assumed its rightful place,
too.
Imagine the surrounding neighborhoods, little changed except for the ways
residents have chosen to care for them even more because traffic has been
calmed, more street trees have been planted, and the neighborhoods have
gained the vital community heart for which they have waited so long. Now
neighbors can walk to shops, if they choose, to take care of daily needs.
Imagine a better neighborhood.
This is the vision that emerged from two years of discussions with the residents of the
Balboa Park Station Area about the future of their community. The last fifty years here
are a story of a community besieged by projects serving larger issues at the expense of
neighborhood values. The neighborhood is at a unique place in its history. Largely because
of its people, we are working together to remedy that history. With the Better Neighborhoods Program, the city, BART, and others are ready to reinvest in this place as a
vibrant urban neighborhood that is an essential part of the city.
This plan presents the ideas that can create this new future.
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The Better Neighborhoods Program
The development boom of the late 1990s found San Franciscans at odds.
Where some would push for development anywhere at any cost, others
opposed it just as stridently. The city was nearly paralyzed, and seemed
unable to make rational choices regarding change. In response, the Planning
Department initiated the Citywide Action Plan, a rational framework for
balancing job growth, housing needs, and quality of life.
The Better Neighborhoods Program is one pillar of the Citywide Action
Plan. It has carried the discussion of change to three pilot neighborhoods,
where development issues are perhaps felt most acutely but where it makes
most sense to find acceptable ways to build much-needed housing. Discussions with these communities uncovered deep issues that need to be
addressed if the city is to continue to thrive. This public review draft is the
outcome of discussions with the Balboa Park Community about change
and a better neighborhood.
San Francisco has a heritage of building well. A look around at the beauty
of this place and the way it is revered by residents and visitors alike shows
this. But the evidence also suggests that we may have lost some of our will
to build good neighborhoods, with a sense of place, and in ways that
respect our public realm. We are paying the price. San Franciscans have
become concerned, and their concerns seem justified.
There are many factors that may contribute to a degradation of our public
realm, and that can be addressed through good planning. National financial
markets may impose inappropriate “suburban” development models on
cities, development projects may seek to express private values at the
expense of public place-making (although these projects derive much of
their value from the qualities of the place), construction economies and
methods may work against San Francisco’s fine-grained scale and rhythm,
streetfronts—always places primarily for pedestrians—are often given over
to parking or blank walls, planning controls can be at odds with good
place-making, unnecessary oversight is imposed on projects that ought to
be allowed as of right, materials detail can be inappropriate to a proud city.
And the public realm has suffered over time as a result of the accommodation of automobiles over other ways of moving about, which has not
been successful even for those who drive. It has degraded our streets as
places for people, and as a system for moving about by foot, bike, transit,
and auto.
Many San Franciscans know that something is wrong with our current
practices, and even the most civic-minded have begun to respond to
change by opposing it. If they do not try to stop a project, people demand
changes that sometimes seem to be more about unfocused frustration than
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about creating good new development that could benefit a neighborhood.
They have little evidence that change can improve their neighborhood and
help create and maintain if not strengthen its qualities of place. It became
clear through our community discussions that we need to resolve to build
well if we are to retain our role as a vibrant, world-class city, and if we are
to accommodate change gracefully. Meeting these challenges head on is the
goal of the Better Neighborhoods Program.
The Better Neighborhoods Program is a tool kit for building well and with
a sense of place. It calls for a few simple things that, together, are the keys
to good San Francisco place-making. Recognizing that population growth
is both inevitable and beneficial, it calls for building housing—as much as
possible at an appropriate scale and as affordably as possible—in neighborhoods well-served by transit and other urban services and amenities. It calls
for strong neighborhood commercial cores that allow people to satisfy
their daily needs by walking and bicycling and without the need to rely on
an auto. It calls for gracious streets and public spaces that serve everyone
well and that are the life-blood of neighborhood life. And it asks that we
design and build well and with care, at a human scale and with respect for
the public realm. We know how to do all this. We need only to want to
begin.
This public review draft describes the ways to achieve these goals in the
Balboa Park Station Area. This is not the end of the community dialogue,
but really just its mid-point. The plans are now being brought back to the
neighborhoods for more consideration, review, comment, and discussion,
in the hopes of crafting a coherent set of policies that will offer the best
possible solutions among many differing interests.

Draft for Public Review | October 2002

2

