San Francisco’s Commercial to
Residential Adaptive Reuse Program
was established in 2023 to make

it easier and faster to convert
underutilized commercial buildings to
housing.

The program waives Planning Code requirements,
clarifies Building Code requirements and streamlines
the permitting and approval process for eligible
projects. These changes provide project sponsors
greater clarity about City requirements and will

result in substantial time savings for adaptive reuse
projects. To support the feasibility of these projects
the City has also passed legislation to waive or
reduce fees and taxes that are known to affect the
financial feasibility of adaptive reuse projects.

Adaptive reuse is a revitalization strategy to create a
vibrant, mixed-use 24/7 Downtown. Cities across the
country including Chicago, Los Angeles, Washington

Planning

DC and Philadelphia have been embracing adaptive
reuse to revitalize their downtowns. These projects
can help to address the City’s office vacancy and
provide much needed housing.

Downtown San Francisco has tremendous
physical assets that make it well suited for housing.
These assets include an older building stock

with smaller floor plates and large windows that
bring in air and light, unsurpassed transit access,
commercial buildings looking for new tenants

and uses, opportunities for creative activation of
numerous plazas, alleys and other unique spaces,
the spectacular San Francisco Bay waterfront and
numerous arts, culture and entertainment uses in
proximity.

This brochure is meant to assist those interested in
adaptive reuse projects in San Francisco, including
developers, designers, and brokers seeking to better
understand the policies and incentives currently in
place.
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New Tools and Incentives

The City of San Francisco has removed barriers to adaptive reuse projects by making regulatory changes to
the Planning Code, providing greater certainty related to the Building Code, and offering financial incentives.

Planning Code Changes

»

Reducing Financial Barriers

»

»

»

»

(Planning Code Section 210.5) passed in July 2023, waives
Planning Code requirements and streamlines the permitting
process. Projects can also add 33% additional volume and apply
Planning Code waivers to that expansion.

ministerial streamlined approvals for code compliant projects,
including adaptive reuse projects.

Fire Code requirements and alternative methods of compliance for
adaptive reuse projects.
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Housing Fee Reform Plan passed September 2023 significantly '
lowers inclusionary housing requirements and reduces
development impact fees by one-third for new and pipeline
housing developments through 2026 citywide. Fee reform also
permanently allows developers to defer 80% of their impact fees
until just prior to occupancy of building. Applies citywide.

the real estate transfer tax on up to 5 million square feet of eligible
commercial-to-housing conversion projects throughout the City.

1, 2025 allows San Francisco to establish a special financing
district for commercial-to-housing conversion projects downtown
that would reinvest incremental property tax revenue to offset a
significant share of development costs for these projects. Local
legislation to establish this new program was introduced April
2025.

Inclusionary Housing Requirements and Impact Fees Waivers
housing requirement and impact fees on up to 7 million square feet
of eligible adaptive reuse projects located in the area covered by
the Commercial to Residential Adaptive Reuse Program.


https://sfplanning.org/project/downtown-adaptive-reuse-program
https://sfplanning.org/resource/sb423-application
https://sfplanning.org/AB2011
https://sfplanning.org/project/inclusionary-affordable-housing-program#implementation
https://www.sf.gov/information/proposition-c-real-estate-transfer-tax-exemption-and-office-space-allocation-march-2024
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202320240AB2488
https://sfgov.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6875718&GUID=0607A97D-42AC-4FF3-8462-F04A7A0E265E
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/DBI.AdaptiveReuse.ResourceSheet.9.25.24.pdf
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/G-29_AdaptiveReuse_20240925.pdf

Preservation Incentive Programs

Local, state, and federal preservation incentive programs can result in tangible benefits to property owners.

»

»

»

»

Mills Act

The Mills Act authorizes local governments to
enter into contracts with owners of privately owned
historical property to insure its rehabilitation,
preservation and long-term maintenance. In return,
the property owner enjoys a reduction in property
taxes for a given period.

Federal Tax Credits

The 20% Rehabilitation Tax Credit is available for
buildings that are National Historic Landmarks,
listed in the National Register and that contribute
to National Register Historic Districts.

State Historic Tax Credits

Like the Federal program, the State Historic Tax
Credit offers incentives for investment in local
economies and the rehabilitation of historic
buildings that reflect the character of communities.

Tax Deduction for Preservation Easements

An easement ensures the preservation of a
property’s significant architectural and natural

(if any) features while allowing the owner to
continue to occupy and use the property subject
to the provisions of the easement. A preservation
easement is created by deed and is typically
donated or sold to a public or private preservation
organization.

»

»

State Historical Building Code (SHBC)

This alternative building code seeks to preserve
historic buildings by providing equivalent life
safety standards for repairs, alterations and
additions to historic buildings. The SHBC allows
flexibility in meeting building code requirements for
rehabilitated structures.

Transfer of Development Rights (TDR’s)

TDR is an effective planning tool for redirecting
development away from historic properties and
is useful in protecting certain historic buildings

in perpetuity. Article 11 and Sections 128

and 128.1 of the Planning Code allow for the
transfer of unused development rights (also
called “air rights”) from designated significant
and contributory buildings. Project sponsors
developing certain parcels Downtown and in
SoMa may purchase units of TDR and apply them
to their active project to increase the parcels’
buildable square footage. As a planning tool,
TDR has helped San Francisco accommodate
orderly growth while preserving historic buildings
and incentivizing owners of historic properties to
maintain the City’s cultural resources.
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https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18831
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-17995
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-17995
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-19790
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18322
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18831
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18831
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18381
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-21873
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-19790
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18831
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-17995
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/san_francisco/latest/sf_planning/0-0-0-18831

Benefits of Adaptive Reuse

Adaptive reuse projects have many positive impacts on their surrounding environment and can play a

significant role in the revitalization of downtown.

Add New Housing

Converting office buildings into
housing provides much-needed
housing in a walkable neighborhood
well served by transportation.

Boost Neighborhood Activity

Adding housing will contribute

to a vibrant 24/7 neighborhood
and bring more people to support
small businesses, as well as arts,
cultural and entertainment uses.

Resources

» Commercial-to-Residential Adaptive Reuse

Inspection.

Lists the Building Code provisions and possible
code exceptions for adaptive reuse projects in the
downtown area. An overview of Information Sheet
G-29 is available at here.

» Downtown Adaptive Reuse Program, San
Francisco Planning Department.
Website which includes Planning Code waivers
available to eligible to adaptive reuse projects, and
provides background and links for related state and

local policies.

» From Workspace to Homebase (2023), SPUR.
Overview and analysis of adaptive reuse projects,
including building suitability analysis, financial

feasibility analysis and recommendations.

Learn more:

Preserve Historic Architecture

Adaptive reuse can preserve historic
buildings by repurposing underutilized
buildings with new uses and attracting
new investment to these structures.

Improve Environmental Sustainability

Repurposing existing buildings makes
optimal use of existing materials, can
improve environmental performance
through updated building systems, and
can enhance seismic resilience and safety
through building upgrades.

Contact

The Planning Department can help to
facilitate an interagency meeting with
relevant agencies to discuss a proposed
adaptive reuse project, review applicable
rules and incentives, and answer any
questions. Please reach out to
CPC.AdaptiveReuse@sfgov.org

https://sfplanning.org/project/downtown-adaptive-reuse-program


https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/G-29_AdaptiveReuse_20240925.pdf
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/G-29_AdaptiveReuse_20240925.pdf
https://www.sf.gov/sites/default/files/2024-09/DBI.AdaptiveReuse.ResourceSheet.9.25.24.pdf
https://sfplanning.org/project/downtown-adaptive-reuse-program#about
https://www.spur.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/SPUR_From_Workspace_to_Homebase.pdf

