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Parking in the City 
Deciding its Outcome

Downtown’s sneaky parking plan
A measure would prohibit programs to make 

the city’s mean streets safer for all of us
Two years ago this week, the mayors of many of the 
world’s largest cities gathered in San Francisco for World 
Environment Day and pledged to make their cities more 
livable and sustainable places.

San Francisco justly prides itself on being an environment-
minded city made of diverse and livable neighborhoods. 
Thanks in large part to the city’s historic neighborhoods, 
designed around walking and public transit, San 
Franciscans generate fewer greenhouse gas emissions per 
capita than residents of any city in the country except New 
York.

Unfortunately, one of the most environmentally unfriendly 
measures to come along in a decade may be headed to 
the ballot. A shadowy coalition of downtown interests 
is gathering signatures for a measure, the brainchild of 
Republican financier Don Fisher, that would impose a one-
size-fits-all parking “solution” on San Francisco’s distinct 
neighborhoods while removing protections for pedestrians, 
cyclists, and public transit from the city’s Planning Code.

This measure, blandly titled the Parking for Neighborhoods 
Initiative, threatens to reverse decades of progress toward a 
sustainable and livable San Francisco.

If this measure becomes law, it will negate the ability 
of neighborhoods to plan their own future, to provide 
affordable housing options, and to make their streets safe 
and livable. It will, in a stroke, overturn many years’ worth 
of neighborhood-based planning efforts, from downtown 
and South of Market through Hayes Valley and the Mission 
to Balboa Park.

Reduced-parking requirements, limitations on creating new 
parking spaces, have become a useful tool for decreasing 
traffic congestion, encouraging walking, cycling, and 
public transit use, and making housing more affordable in 
the city’s most dense and transit-rich neighborhoods. The 

Faced with the loss of tens of thousands of parking spaces, 
a public transit system that is chronically unreliable 
and growing frustration with the current system that 
discourages the construction of any parking, residents and 
merchants have banded together to place the Parking for 
Neighborhoods Initiative on this November’s ballot. 

Because of city planning policies that discourage residential 
garage construction, it has become nearly impossible 
for homeowners to install garages in their own homes. 
Neighborhood merchants are clamoring for more parking 
in our neighborhood commercial corridors. But the last 
neighborhood commercial district garage built was the 
North Beach Garage  — which was completed in 2001 and 
took 13 years to permit — and currently there are no plans 
for any additional neihjborhood parking projects.

More cars are coming to San Francisco. According to the 
Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) for the 
Bay Area, the average number of vehicles for San Francisco 
in 2000 was 1.75 per household.  By 2010, this number is 
projected to be 1.82 per household. At the same time, San 
Francisco is losing thousands of parking spaces every year.

Despite the efforts of a small group of individuals who 
would like to eliminate or drastically reduce the amount 
of parking in San Francisco, neighborhoods want 
more parking. Just this past month, Mission residents 
unanimously voted to scrap the Planning Department’s 
Policies in the Draft Mission Area Plan, which would have 
reduced and eliminated parking.  Residents have instead 
identified places for more parking.

Setting parking requirements are considered a “best 
practice” of well-planned cities. For instance in Portland, 
Oregon, whose planning policies have received recognition 
from the American Planning Association, requires the 
construction of 1.35 parking spaces per housing unit. 

Parking for Neighborhoods
There’s just not enough parking in  

San Francisco
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