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3  Downtown Sub-Area Workshop #2 Summary Notes 

On August 17, 2020, the City of South San Francisco hosted a second online sub-area workshop focused on the City’s 

Downtown area. . The workshop was hosted in Spanish, with the presentation and discussions conducted in Spanish. 

This workshop is part of a series of community meetings for the current phase of Shape SSF, the City’s General Plan 

Update process, and was conducted via the Zoom Meetings platform. The purpose of the workshop was to review and 

discuss the draft vision statement, guiding policies and proposed land use alternatives for the Downtown area. Through 

a presentation, interactive live polls and Chat function in Zoom and conversation, meeting participants were invited to 

ask questions and provide their input. After the main presentation, participants broke out into small groups for more 

focused, facilitated conversations, followed by a report out of the key themes that arose in each of the groups. The 

following is a summary of the sub-area workshop and input received. For the workshop presentation slides and live 

recording, visit shapessf.com/alternatives/.   

Meeting Participant Demographics 
There were approximately 35 members of the public present at the workshop. The neighborhoods represented, per 

those that participated in the live poll at the beginning of the meeting, included: 

● 44% from Downtown 
● 11% from Avalon/Brentwood 
● 11% from El Camino Real/Orange Park 
● 11% from Paradise Valley 
● 11% from Sunshine Gardens 
● 11% from Westborough 
● No participants from East of 101, Lindenville or Winton Serra 

 
Participants were generally between the ages of 18-64 and were of White, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander and/or 

of Hispanic/Latinx descent. See Appendix for the comprehensive poll results. 

Key Issues 
Downtown Parks Clarification 
The presentation clarified that Cypress Park, Pine Park and the City Hall play lot were inaccurately shown in the 

Downtown land use alternative maps. The draft maps showed the park designation of these sites underneath the 

surrounding high density residential and mixed-use designations (shown in orange and purple), making it look as if the 

parks were proposed to change. The maps were drawn in error and they have been corrected to clearly show these park 

sites are intended to be preserved. The Downtown area is one of the most park and open space deficient neighborhoods 

in the City, and there is no intention to change the designations of these parks.  

Key Issues 
After an overview of the General Plan Update process to date, the presentation focused on the purpose of developing 

land use alternatives for the community to make informed choices about the future of the City. The presentation 

highlighted that during previous meetings and other engagement efforts, members of the community identified key 

issues to be addressed as land use alternatives are considered for the Downtown area and throughout the rest of the 

General Plan Update process. 

Community members have made it clear that neighborhood gentrification and the amount and scale of development in 

the Downtown are of great concern. Community members also emphasized the need to preserve parks and open space 

in the area, as well as the need for a youth center.    

 

https://shapessf.com/alternatives/
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Additional key issues for the Downtown area were identified throughout the process, including limited parking, lack of 

childcare and traffic. Through a live poll, participants were asked which two they considered to be the most important in 

the area. The top key issues identified by participants were housing displacement at 73%, limited parking and lack of 
park space each at 45%, and lack of affordable housing at 36%.  See Appendix for the comprehensive poll results. 
 

Vision and Guiding Policies 
The presentation described the several factors considered in drafting the Downtown vision statement and preparing the 

three land use alternatives. These factors include the community input received during previous outreach efforts, an 

analysis of the existing population and land uses in the Downtown area, the current and foreseeable economic/market 

conditions, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, the City’s projected long-term housing needs, as well as the policies 

and vision described in the Downtown Station Area Specific Plan.  

The proposed vision for Downtown (taken from the Downtown Station Area Specific Plan) is: 

A revitalized Downtown that promotes new residential, mixed-use, and employment uses, focuses new 
improvements on Grand Ave., and improves pedestrian and bicycle connections to Caltrain and East of 101 
through the implementation of the Downtown Station Area Specific Plan.  

Meeting participants were asked to weigh in on the draft vision statement through a live poll, which asked how much 

they agreed or disagreed with the statement. Most of the participants noted they disagreed or strongly disagreed with 

the statement, and provided feedback during the small group discussion that followed. See Appendix for the 
comprehensive poll results. 

Downtown Land Use Alternatives 
The main focus of the workshop was the three land use alternatives being considered for Downtown. The presentation 

described how the land use alternatives test five main “Big Ideas”. These ideas include creating a mixed-use, transit-

oriented community adjacent to Caltrain, allowing the Downtown mixed-use pattern to continue south, developing a 

mixed-use corridor along N. Airport Blvd., creating a neighborhood center at Linden and N. Airport Blvd. and improving 

connectivity within the district and to other areas in the City. 

It was explained during the presentation that in general, the three alternatives all maintain Grand Avenue and the 

Caltrain station area as a higher density, transit-oriented core. The Alternatives did however vary in the amount of new 

housing units that would be allowed in the Downtown area, from Alternative #1 having the least amount to Alternative #3 

having the most. All three alternatives also include proposed mobility improvements, such as the Caltrain underpass to 

Downtown, better access to Colma Creek and more bike and pedestrian-oriented streets. The following graphic shows a 

comparison of the three land use alternatives. See Appendix for more detailed maps of the Current General Plan and the 
three land use alternatives for the Downtown area. 
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The presentation also identified the potential for Downtown to be reinforced as the heart of South San Francisco and to 

help address the current local housing crisis by allowing more affordable and workforce housing in the area. There is 

also potential for the creation of new open spaces and public gathering areas as changes occur overtime. It also 

acknowledged the community’s strong concerns about the potential displacement of lower-income residents, 

particularly the Latinx population in the area, if changes were to occur, as well as the potential displacement of 

commercial and industrial businesses.  

After learning about each alternative, meeting participants were asked if they preferred one of the alternatives through a 

live poll. The results of those that took the poll were: 

● 50% preferred the Current General Plan 
● 30% preferred Alternative #1 
● 10% preferred Alternative #2 
● 10% preferred Alternative #3 

In addition, meeting participants were asked the importance of balancing future jobs and housing within Downtown, to 

ensure there is enough housing to keep up with local demand. Of the participants that responded, 40% noted that jobs-
housing balance was moderately important. See Appendix for the comprehensive poll results. 

General Participant Comments 
During the main discussion and presentation, participants asked several questions and provided comments. Below is a 

summary of the comments and discussion points, grouped into key themes.  

Vision for Downtown 
● Consider providing alternatives for the vision statement that the community can choose from. 

● The land use alternatives have been developed based on the proposed vision statement—What if the 

community does not agree with the proposed vision statement? 
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Land Use, Housing and Displacement 
● Provide affordable housing to the community as the center and focus of the General Plan. Old Town is in 

desperate need of affordable housing.  

● Preserve and celebrate the culture and history of Old Town 

● How can the General Plan ensure that affordable housing will be available for the current community?  

● The General Plan should include protections for current residents from displacement  

● Recently constructed high density housing in the City is not affordable and planning for more of it would not 

benefit current residents 

● Workforce housing should be distributed throughout the City, and not just concentrated in Downtown 

● Why is this the only area slated to have high density when the area profile already shows overcrowding? 

● Why are so many buildings and high rises? Especially if they are not affordable to the SSF community. 

● Why the push for apartments and commercial together? Not everyone wants to live in an apartment with stores 

and restaurants below. 

● Consider building a gym in SSF 

● Why can’t biotech employees be evenly dispersed around the city? 

Open Space, Recreation and Circulation 
● Consider conversations about maintaining the culture and essence of Old Town 

● Plan for a community/recreation center and/or gym for Old Town  

● Provide more opportunity for green space in the alternatives 

● How do these plans align with an increase in transit routes via Samtrans or the shuttle? 

Small Group Discussion  
After the presentation and main discussion, participants were asked to break out into three small groups for a more in-

depth, facilitated discussion of the draft vision statement and land use alternatives. Participants introduced themselves 

within each group and named one thing they love about South San Francisco. Each group was then asked a set of 

questions for discussion, outlined below. In addition, participants were also asked to provide direct feedback by 

completing the online survey at https://shapessf-downtown.metroquest.com. The feedback received during the small 

group discussions are summarized below. Similar participant comments that came up in multiple groups are indicated 

as x2 or x3. 

Do you agree with the updated vision statement and policy direction for the area? 
● The vision statement should include the preservation and enhancement of the strengths and assets of the area 

(i.e. the history and culture of Old Town residents, the character and feel of historic buildings, etc.), and should 

not just focus on adding more or changing what is already there (x3) 

● The vision statement seems to describe a Downtown that is more for the future workforce instead of the existing 

community (x3) 

● Emphasize the current community’s needs for more parks/open space, a community center and affordable 

housing (x2) 

Should Grand Ave. be maintained as a mixed-use corridor with higher densities? 
● Preserve the character and feel of Grand Ave.—do not just replace it with high-rise buildings (x2) 

● Growth should be incremental (x2) 

● Locate the higher density uses on El Camino Real and lower the density Downtown  

● Emphasize small businesses  

● Provide a park and gathering spaces for family-oriented activities 
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Should the area adjacent to Caltrain be a transit-oriented community with higher 
densities? 

● Prefer to locate higher densities in the East of 101 area 

● Address potential noise impacts 

Do you agree with allowing a new Colma Creek residential neighborhood to emerge 
over time? 

● Agree, but it may cause more traffic congestion Downtown 

● Agree but it should continue to be commercial with the addition of residential use 

● Address sea level rise 

● Opposed to high density in this area 

Should Airport Blvd. be a mixed-use gateway to Downtown with a neighborhood 
center at Linden Ave.? 

● Limit buildings to 2 stories in the core Downtown area 

● Taller building would be appropriate on the outer limits of Downtown, such as on Airport Blvd. 

Do you agree with higher densities on Linden Ave.? 
● Limit buildings to 1-2 stories 

What is your preferred alternative for the area? Why? Do you have other ideas that 
are not illustrated in these alternatives?  

● Prefer the current General Plan land use plan 

● Limit buildings to 2 stories in Old Town 

What are the priority improvements or strategies for the area? 
● Preserve and enhance existing parks (x2) 

● Add more parks, open space and a gym/community center for all ages (x2) 

● Improve the creek to be an amenity with a trail/running path, playgrounds and greenery (x2) 

● Meet the current community’s basic needs, i.e. safe and clean streets and social and health services  

● Safe, open spaces for young kids to play such as soccer fields 

● Provide enough private open space in new developments  

Other Comments/Discussion Points 
● Distribute higher density housing more widely throughout the City, particularly around the BART station, on El 

Camino Real, Lindenville and East of 101 (x2) 

● The 1990 General Plan identified the need for more open space and a community center for the Downtown area 

● How can new housing be for the community, and not just to benefit investors? 

● Engage Downtown residents more effectively throughout this process, especially the Latinx community 

● Lindenville/Canal St. area – Existing businesses will remain depending on the pace of change 

● Consider requiring less parking for housing located along transit corridors 

 

 



   

City of South San Francisco General Plan Update   8 

Images from feedback and small group discussion notes from the Virtual Whiteboard  
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Appendix 
DOWNTOWN AREA LAND USE ALTERNATIVES  
Higher resolution maps are available at https://shapessf.com/alternatives/ 

 
Downtown Current General Plan Land Use Map  

 

 
Downtown Alternative #1  

 
 
 

https://shapessf.com/alternatives/
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Downtown Alternative #2 

 
 
Downtown Alternative #3 
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Comparison of Downtown Land Use Alternatives 
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LIVE POLL RESULTS 
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Key Issues             
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