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Chapter 7: Economic + 
Market Conditions 
South San Francisco’s economic, workforce, and market conditions impact the 
City’s ability to attract desired investment, provide high quality job 
opportunities for residents and workers, and sustain public revenues that fund 
City services. This chapter describes trends and conditions regarding the 
City’s workforce, evolving economy, and shifts in demand for commercial and 
industrial space. The findings provide insights for making land use, economic 
development, and other policy decisions as part of the Shape SSF 2040 
General Plan update. 
This chapter includes exploration of several employment sub-areas in South San Francisco. The sub-areas 
capture jobs-rich areas with largely commercial and industrial uses. The boundaries therefore differ from 
the sub-areas used in the neighborhood analyses found in other chapters of the existing conditions report. 
The employment sub-areas are shown in the map in Figure 1 and include, from West to East: 

• El Camino Real North 
• El Camino Real South 

• Lindenville 
• Downtown 

• East of 101 South 
• East of 101 North 
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Figure 1: Employment Sub-Areas
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Key Findings  
• South San Francisco is a jobs-rich community that attracts workers from across the region to its 

unique mix of biotechnology businesses and other businesses in industries requiring industrial 
land. South San Francisco’s location and diverse transportation options provide convenient 
commute access for both residents and workers. 
 

• The occupations of South San Francisco residents include a high share of service and production 
jobs, which are relatively compatible with the City’s high concentration of jobs at distribution, 
logistics, and service businesses. City However, the educational attainment of residents lags that 
of workers at jobs in the City and of San Mateo County residents overall, and the occupations of 
South San Francisco’s residents are less likely to match those associated with the City’s high 
concentration of biotechnology jobs. Service and production occupations are also generally at 
long-term risk from declining wages and decreased job security due to the decline of middle-
wage, middle-skill jobs resulting from automation of routine manual tasks. 
 

• South San Francisco’s economic composition and performance are shaped by four unique 
advantages: 1)  (SFO),the presence of industrial lands and buildings that can be flexibly reused or 
redeveloped; 2) the presence of a globally significant concentration of biotechnology businesses; 
3) proximity and access to a large and highly educated workforce; and 4) proximity to San 
Francisco International Airport(R&D)  
 

• Measured by employment, South San Francisco’s largest industry sectors reflect both the City’s 
historic industrial legacy and its more recent growth as a globally significant biotechnology hub. 
Compared to San Mateo County, South San Francisco includes especially high concentrations of 
jobs in the “Manufacturing” (including biotechnology), “Wholesale Trade,” and “Transportation 
and Warehousing” industry sectors—further reflecting the City’s unique mix of biotechnology, 
production, and distribution jobs. However, South San Francisco does not include a large 
concentration of jobs in other professional services sectors that are often associated with the 
region’s computer and internet technology industry.  
 

• Between 2009 and 2018, employment growth in South San Francisco was primarily driven by jobs 
in biotechnology and logistics (warehousing and distribution) businesses. Jobs at businesses 
engaged in non-biotechnology manufacturing declined during this period. In general, South San 
Francisco’s business mix is continuing a decades-long shift towards jobs in transportation and 
warehousing activities and away from non-biotechnology manufacturing activities. 
 

• Growth in the biotechnology industry is driving strong demand for office/R&D space in the East of 
101 North sub-area, with these businesses favoring locations closest to the intersection of Oyster 
Point Boulevard and Gateway Boulevard. However, employment and development activity data 
indicate that the biotechnology industry is now also gradually growing in the East of 101 South 
area, and development interest is growing for adding biotechnology uses in the southern portion 
of Lindenville near the San Bruno BART station. 
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• South San Francisco’s inventory of light industrial space is declining as the expansion of 
office/R&D space for biotechnology businesses drives reuse or redevelopment of existing 
industrial buildings. Although demand is strong for South San Francisco’s logistics (warehouse 
and distribution) buildings—especially as comparable buildings are being lost to redevelopment 
elsewhere in San Mateo County—businesses requiring this space cannot compete with the high 
rents associated with new office/R&D space.  
 

• Businesses requiring logistics and other light industrial buildings contribute to South San 
Francisco’s economic diversity and provide business-to-business sales tax revenues. Policy 
decisions as part of Shape SSF 2040 will need to weigh the appropriate balance of preserving 
space for these businesses versus allowing redevelopment for higher-value office/R&D space. As 
demand grows for “last-mile delivery” logistics space adjacent to end-user households and 
businesses (coupled with demand from South San Francisco’s proximity to SFO), longer-term 
potential may also eventually exist for development of multi-story industrial buildings in South 
San Francisco.  
 

• Lindenville includes a large number of small businesses and a high share of jobs in industry 
sectors associated with industrial buildings, with growth of employment in the transportation, 
warehousing, and wholesale trade industries. With the exception of its southernmost areas, 
Lindenville as a whole is less subject to redevelopment and conversion pressures from office/R&D 
uses compared to the East of 101 area, but is vulnerable to market pressures for conversion of 
buildings to recreational and entertainment uses or redevelopment for housing. The south side of 
Lindenville, near the San Bruno border, is also vulnerable to redevelopment pressures for 
office/R&D uses due to the area’s proximity to the San Bruno BART and Caltrain stations.  
 

• Traffic congestion in East of 101 and sea level rise challenges in East of 101 and Lindenville pose 
the greatest threats to attracting and retaining businesses in affected areas. High housing costs 
pose an additional threat, although the proven ability of South San Francisco’s biotechnology 
companies to attract workers from throughout the region mitigates some of these impacts.  
 

• Matching trends occurring through the United States, much of the growth in taxable sales in South 
San Francisco was driven by Food Services and Drinking Places between 2009 and 2018. General 
Merchandise Stores (including Costco) and Gas Stations are the only retail categories in which 
South San Francisco attracts substantial sales from households beyond the City. Opportunities to 
expand demand for retail (including dining and drinking businesses) in South San Francisco will 
likely be linked to areas undergoing incremental growth in households and workers, such as in the 
Downtown or El Camino Real North/ Chestnut areas. 
 

• South San Francisco’s hotels compete for guests based on proximity to San Francisco 
International Airport, proximity to employers in the biotechnology industry, and convenient access 
to conferences, events, and tourist destinations in San Francisco. As the COVID-19 pandemic 
began, numerous hotel development projects were under construction or proposed in South San 
Francisco and the surrounding market area due to historically high demand. The COVID-19 
pandemic has now dramatically reduced demand for hotel stays, making it unlikely that 
significant development activity will occur in the next few years. In the long term, potential or 
planned opportunities for supporting South San Francisco hotel demand include adding more 
amenities and dining options in closer proximity to hotels; challenges to continued success 
include managing traffic east of Highway 101. 
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Purpose and Historical Background 
This chapter’s findings illustrate the evolution of South San Francisco’s economic and market conditions 
since adoption of the current General Plan in 1999, with a focus on trends of the last several years. The 
combined analyses of this chapter provide context for better understanding what kinds of industry/job 
growth South San Francisco should anticipate; where this growth might occur given current market trends; 
what these trends could imply for the City’s future economic growth; and what policy actions South San 
Francisco should take to better accommodate future economic growth while achieving its other goals.  

This chapter’s analyses and findings are divided into three sections describing economic and workforce 
trends, conditions, assets, and opportunities in South San Francisco. Each of the sections identifies assets 
and opportunities that can inform policy decisions, as explained below: 

• Workforce and Commutes: Describes how well South San Francisco is attracting local workers 
versus regional workers, the extent to which job opportunities in the City are a match for local 
residents, how this match is shifting over time, and long-term trends that will influence the types 
of future job opportunities available within the City and the region as a whole. 
 

• Employment and Industry Trends: Describes where, why, and what type of job/business growth is 
occurring in South San Francisco as a whole and within different subareas, and describes how this 
growth relates to the future outlook for land uses and transportation in the City. 
 

• Real Estate Market: Describes market trends and conditions to identify South San Francisco’s 
competitive positioning to attract investment in and development of commercial and industrial 
properties, and notes potential tradeoffs in meeting market demand for high value office/R&D 
uses versus pursuing other potential policy goals 

COVID-19 Pandemic 
As of this chapter’s writing, uncertainty exists about the full scope of the global COVID-19 pandemic’s 
economic impacts. This chapter’s data analyses were completed prior to the pandemic and therefore do 
not reflect its immediate impacts, and current conditions are changing too rapidly to be sufficiently 
captured in this document. 

Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to result in a significant local, regional, and global decline in 
economic activity for a period of time. However, current economic conditions will not change most of the 
fundamental competitive assets and opportunities that attract business investment and growth to South 
San Francisco. It is important to note that a General Plan is a long-range policy document that will span 
multiple economic cycles. For example, since passage of the 1999 General Plan, the South San Francisco 
economy has weathered the dot-com boom, dot-com bust, housing real estate bubble, housing market 
crash and “great Recession,” and the long-running economic expansion prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Despite this need to maintain a long-term perspective, the severe impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
suggest that policy decisions for the General Plan should focus on economic recovery in the near future, 
while maintaining a long-term goal of ensuring the creation of a diverse local economy that provides 
resiliency during downturns. The COVID-19 pandemic could also potentially result in changes in the density 
of workers at businesses, a potential increase in remote work for some jobs, and shifts in travel patterns. 
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Economic History of South San Francisco 
Understanding change since the last general plan update requires a review of the context in which previous 
land use policy decisions were made. This section reviews South San Francisco’s history in order to identify 
long-running economic assets, to understand why resulting past land use decisions were made, and to 
provide a starting point for gauging whether and how conditions have changed. 

As described in Chapter 2, the early economic history of South San Francisco focused on industrial growth 
resulting from the City’s rail connections, availability of land, and a location that allowed the City to 
accommodate industrial uses. The City’s early industrial history was influenced by its proximity to rural 
agricultural land, with meatpacking plants and stockyards located in Point San Bruno beginning in 1888. 
The completion of the Southern Pacific Railroad between San Francisco and San Jose in 1907 spurred 
rapid industrial growth by providing convenient access to both areas. South San Francisco was also well 
positioned to attract industrial uses since the City had land available for development, a location distant 
enough from major population centers to accommodate noxious industrial uses (which were located in the 
easternmost portion of the City so prevailing winds carried odors and emissions over the Bay), and access 
to San Francisco Bay. As a result, the City hosted an evolving mix of stockyards, steel manufacturing, 
shipbuilders, manufacturing/storage of construction materials, other manufacturing (including food), and 
port-related shipping activities over the course of the 20th century through the 1970s, with most of these 
businesses located in the East of 101 area and, after World War II, in Lindenville.  

During the 1970s through the 1990s, two major trends took hold in South San Francisco’s employment 
subareas. First, Genentech’s founding in the East of 101 North area in 1976 kicked off decades of growth of 
the biotechnology industry in the City. Secondly, much of the city’s economic activity shifted away from 
manufacturing—mirroring broader national trends—and instead became more heavily focused on 
transportation, warehousing, and distribution logistics businesses.  

South San Francisco offered unique advantages for early growth of both the biotechnology and logistics 
industries. For biotechnology businesses, the East of 101 area offered isolation from residential 
neighborhoods, buildings that could be flexibly reused or redeveloped, and convenient freeway access to 
UCSF/San Francisco and Stanford University/Palo Alto. Logistics businesses also benefitted from the 
industrial building stock, excellent freeway and freight access to population centers, and proximity to 
freight operations at SFO. 

At the time of the last General Plan update, the biotechnology industry was continuing to rapidly grow in 
South San Francisco, and the shift in emphasis toward logistics businesses and land uses was also ongoing. 
The first dot-com boom was occurring, resulting in a desire to attract internet technology businesses 
(referred to at the time as “multimedia” or “digital media” companies) to South San Francisco; the City was 
experiencing some early growth of multimedia businesses, but they were not a significant part of the local 
economy. The approach of the 1999 General Plan was to encourage growth of biotechnology businesses 
and attraction of multimedia companies East of 101, primarily north of Grand Avenue. Industrial uses were 
anticipated to experience a net loss due to redevelopment for higher value uses, although the General 
Plan’s policies made included some efforts to preserve the City’s inventory of industrial space. The General 
Plan’s policies also focused on revitalization of the Downtown area, development near BART, infrastructure 
funding and investment, and development of a regional shopping destination. 

Given this historical context and conditions at the time of the last General Plan update, the analyses in this 
chapter address several key topic areas: demand for biotech and office uses in the City, demand for 
logistics uses in the City, competition for buildings and development opportunities between these uses, 
and the relationship of economic change to providing worker opportunities in South San Francisco.  This 
chapter also examines retail and hotel conditions and opportunities.  
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Workforce and Commutes 
The following analyses describe South San Francisco’s commute patterns, workforce, and job skills 
requirements. The findings indicate how well South San Francisco is attracting local workers versus 
regional workers, the extent to which job opportunities in the City are a match for local residents, how this 
match is shifting over time, and long-term trends that will influence the types of future job opportunities 
available within the City and the region as a whole. The information in this chapter can be used to inform 
General Plan policy decisions about prioritizing different types of jobs or industries based on providing 
opportunities for local residents, accommodating transportation needs for resident and worker commutes, 
and pursuing workforce development goals that ensure the City’s residents are prepared for future job 
opportunities.  

Commute Patterns 
The commute patterns of South San Francisco residents and workers indicate the City’s labor market 
catchment area for its industries, and indicate where South San Francisco’s residents work.  This 
information provides insight into how many City residents are working locally and how many City workers 
come from outside the City. 

South San Francisco is a jobs-rich community, with a ratio of jobs per employed resident approaching that 
of San Francisco and significantly exceeding San Mateo County as a whole. The U.S. Census estimates that 
South San Francisco was home to 1.60 jobs for each employed City resident in 2017. This exceeds the 1.56 
ratio in San Francisco and is well above the ratios for San Mateo County and those of several of the 
surrounding communities that are similar in population to South San Francisco, as shown in Table 1 below. 

A greater share of South San Francisco’s residents work in South San Francisco than is true of other nearby 
cities in San Mateo County. 12.5 percent of South San Francisco’s employed residents work in South San 
Francisco, a significantly higher share than in the nearby cities of San Bruno, Daly City, Brisbane, and 
Colma, which lack substantial concentrations of jobs (Table 1).  

South San Francisco businesses draw workers from throughout the Bay Area, likely due partly to the 
presence of the City’s regionally unique concentrations of biotechnology businesses and businesses 
requiring industrial land. Ninety-two percent of workers at jobs in South San Francisco reside outside the 
City, as shown in Table 2 and the map in Figure 2. 36 percent of workers at jobs in South San Francisco 
commute from within the City or nearby San Francisco, Daly City, or San Bruno. South San Francisco’s 
biotechnology businesses form a regionally unique industry concentration that requires highly specialized 
skills. As a result, the industry draws workers from throughout the Bay Area. South San Francisco’s 
industrial lands also accommodate a unique cluster of production, distribution, and service businesses that 
likely draw workers from a large area. 

Just over half of the City’s employed city’s residents work in San Francisco, South San Francisco, Daly City, 
or San Bruno. One third of South San Francisco’s employed residents work in San Francisco—the region’s 
densest jobs center—while over 12 percent work in South San Francisco itself (Table 3). 
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South San Francisco’s location and diverse transportation options provide convenient commute access for 
both residents and workers—despite access challenges for workers at jobs east of Highway 101. South San 
Francisco’s residents enjoy excellent job access to many regional employment concentrations due to the 
presence of BART, Caltrain, Transbay Ferry service, Highway 101, and I-280 in the City. These transportation 
options allow workers to access jobs throughout the region, as shown in Figure 3. Workers also benefit from 
this accessibility, although increasing job densities east of Highway 101 pose new challenges since roadway 
capacity is limited, and many jobs are located far from Caltrain. The City is already working to address these 
challenges in partnership with Genentech and other businesses. 

Table 1: Ratio of Jobs per Employed Resident and Share of Residents Working within 
Their City of Residence, South San Francisco and Selected Nearby Cities, 2017  

Jobs Employed 
Residents 

Jobs per Employed 
Resident 

Share of Residents 
Working in City of 
Residence 

South San Francisco 52,613 32,921 1.60 12.5% 

San Francisco 663,127 424,072 1.56 60.4% 

San Bruno 15,556 21,567 0.72 5.5% 

Daly City 15,912 50,869 0.31 5.6% 

Brisbane* 4,046 1,071 3.78 3.6% 

Colma* 6,318 2,171 2.91 6.3% 

San Mateo County 367,956 347,423 1.06 38.1% 
*The small populations of Brisbane and Colma result in a very high ratio of jobs to employed residents. 
Note: Only primary jobs (defined as the single job at which a given worker earns the most money) are reported.  
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2017; Strategic Economics, 2019.  
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Table 2: Cities of Residence for People who Work in South San Francisco, 2017 
City Number Percent 

San Francisco 10,008 19.0% 

South San Francisco 4,109 7.8% 

Daly City  3,156 6.0% 

San Mateo 2,043 3.9% 

Oakland 1,954 3.7% 

San Bruno 1,787 3.4% 

San José  1,757 3.3% 

Pacifica 1,319 2.5% 

Hayward 1,058 2.0% 

Redwood City 894 1.7% 

All Other Cities 24,528 46.6% 

Total 52,613 100.0% 
Note: Data reflects primary jobs (defined as the single job at which a given worker earns the most money).  
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2017; Strategic Economics, 2019. 

 
Table 3: Cities in which Residents of South San Francisco are Employed, 2017 

City Number Percent 

San Francisco 10,919 33.2% 

South San Francisco 4,109 12.5% 

Burlingame 1,302 4.0% 

San Mateo 1,167 3.5% 

Oakland 1,005 3.1% 

San José 962 2.9% 

Redwood City 949 2.9% 

Daly City 902 2.7% 

San Bruno 790 2.4% 

Palo Alto 488 1.5% 

All Other Cities 10,328 31.4% 

Total 32,921 100.0% 
Note: Data reflects primary jobs (defined as the single job at which a given worker earns the most money).  
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2017; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Figure 2: Home Locations of People who Work in South San Francisco, 2015  

 
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2015; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Figure 3: Job Locations of South San Francisco Residents, 2015 

 
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2015; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Educational Attainment and Occupations 
Examination of the educational attainment and occupations of South San Francisco’s residents provides 
insights into their compatibility with the skills requirements of today’s jobs, and residents’ preparedness for 
future changes in the occupation and skills requirements of jobs. This section reviews data on South San 
Francisco’s residents and its workforce to show what types of jobs the City’s residents are filling, how the 
occupations and educational background of residents has changed over time, and the degree to which 
City’s residents’ educational backgrounds are aligned with current and anticipated future opportunities. 

The Future of Jobs 
The Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) report “The Future of Jobs,” released in May 2019, 
described the defining economic shifts and resulting Bay Area workforce outcomes over the coming 
decades. 1 The report’s findings provide context for evaluating South San Francisco’s resident workforce. 
Relevant findings include: 

• The increasing automation of work across the nation and Bay Area is driving changes in industries, 
occupations, and skills requirements. 

• These changes will result in continued growth of highly specialized, non-routine, high-wage, high-
skill work, such as jobs in professional services, engineering, and computer programming. 

• Occupations involving routine work and requiring limited training and education requirements—
such as some college or technical training—are highly vulnerable to declining wages and job 
opportunities since many of these tasks can be automated. 

In short, middle-wage, middle-skill job opportunities are likely to decline while high-skill, high-wage jobs 
and low-skill, low-wage jobs grow. Occupations poised for future growth require increasing training and 
educational attainment. 

Educational Attainment of Residents and Workforce 
The educational attainment levels of South San Francisco residents are lower than San Mateo County 
residents overall. South San Francisco has a similar share of college-educated residents (26 percent) as San 
Mateo County (28 percent). However, the percent of residents in South San Francisco with a Master’s 
degree or above is lower than in San Mateo County, at seven percent versus 20 percent, respectively (see 
Figure 4).  

South San Francisco residents’ educational attainment levels increased significantly since 2000. Between 
2000 and 2017, the percent of residents age 25 and older with a Bachelor’s degree increased from 19 to 26 
percent, and simultaneously the percent of residents without a high school degree decreased from 20 to 15 
percent, as shown in Figure 4. While some of this change in educational attainment could reflect degrees 
received by residents already in the City, much of the change is likely driven by the process of people 
moving in and out of South San Francisco. 

South San Francisco residents have slightly lower educational attainment than the skills requirements for 
workers at South San Francisco jobs. While resident and worker educational attainment is similar, as 
shown in Figure 5, a slightly higher share of workers at jobs in South San Francisco hold Bachelor’s degrees, 
advanced degrees, or have completed some college or an Associate’s degree.  

 

1 Association of Bay Area Governments and Metropolitan Transportation Commission, 2019. “The Future of 
Jobs.” ABAG/MTC Horizon Paper.  
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Figure 4: Educational Attainment of South San Francisco and San Mateo County 
Residents Age 25 and Older, 2000 and 2013-17 Period 

 
Source: Census, 2000; American Community Survey, 2013-2017; Strategic Economics, 2019. 

 
Figure 5: Educational Attainment of Employed South San Francisco Residents Versus 
Workers at Jobs in South San Francisco, 2015 

 
Note: Data only reflects the “primary” job from which a worker derives the greatest share of income.  
Source: LEHD, 2015; Strategic Economics, 2019.  
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Resident Occupations 
South San Francisco’s residents are primarily employed in three occupational groups: Professional and 
Related Occupations2; Office and Administrative Support Occupations3; and Management, Business, and 
Financial Operations Occupations4. About half of South San Francisco’s employed residents work in one of 
these three occupational categories, as shown in Figure 6. These are also the occupational categories that 
employ the largest share of workers in San Mateo County, although a greater share of the County’s workers 
are employed in the typically higher-wage Management, Business, and Financial Operations Occupations 
and in Professional and Related occupations.  

Compared to San Mateo County residents, a significantly lower share of South San Francisco residents 
work in professional and management occupations. A higher share of San Mateo County’s residents work 
in Professional and Related occupations (in which tech jobs are generally classified) and Management, 
Business, and Financial Operations Occupations. Over 47 percent of County residents work in these 
occupations, compared to under 35 percent of South San Francisco residents.  

A relatively high share of South San Francisco’s residents work in Office and Administrative Support 
Occupations, Production, Transportation, and Material Moving Occupations, and Service Occupations.5 
These differences are illustrated in Figure 6. Altogether, 41 percent of South San Francisco residents work in 
these occupations, compared to just 28 percent of San Mateo County residents overall. These occupations 
are typically associated with lower wages compared to the professional and management occupations 
noted above. 

Between 2000 and 2017, a wide variety of occupations experienced rapid growth among South San 
Francisco residents, including both nonprofessional and professional occupations. As shown in Figure 7, 
the greatest contributors to overall occupation growth included Professional and Related Occupations, 
Management, Business and Financial Operations Occupations, and Personal Care and Service Occupations.  

Based on the educational attainment and occupations of South San Francisco’s residents, they may be 
vulnerable to future changes in industries, occupations, and skills requirements. South San Francisco has 
long provided relatively affordable housing within San Mateo County. As a result, the City’s residents 
include a diverse mix of educational attainment levels and occupations. However, the previously described 
trends toward automation and resulting specialization of the workforce suggest that a bachelor’s degree or 
higher will become increasingly important in accessing higher-paying jobs. Individuals with lower 
educational attainment are increasingly vulnerable to job insecurity and declining wages due to economic 
changes that require new technical or professional skills. 

 

2 Examples of “Professional Occupations” include computer programmers, scientists, architects, engineers, 
social workers, educators, artists, and legal and medical professionals.  
3 Examples of “Office and Administrative Support” occupations include bookkeepers, clerks, bank tellers, 
administrative assistants, meter readers, and dispatchers. 
4 Examples of “Management, Business, and Financial Operations Occupations” include managers and 
administrators, human resources specialists, CEOs, claims adjusters, safety compliance officers, event 
planners, financial analysts, accountants, and tax preparers. 
5 Examples of Service Occupations include healthcare aides and assistants, police, firefighters, security 
guards, cooks, waiters/waitresses, janitors, housekeepers, grounds maintenance, hairdressers, and related 
first-line supervisors. 
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Figure 6: Occupation Mix of South San Francisco and San Mateo County Residents, 2017 

 
Source:  American Community Survey, 2013-17, Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Figure 7: Occupation Mix of South San Francisco Residents, 2000 Versus 2017 

 
Source:  U.S. Census, 2000; American Community Survey, 2013-17, Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Employment and Industry Trends 
Analysis of employment by industry sector provides a means of understanding the composition of South San 
Francisco’s economy and how it has evolved over time. Changes in employment help reveal how well the City is 
competing for businesses in different industry sectors and demonstrate opportunities to adapt land use policy to 
meet business needs. The findings describe where, why, and what type of job/business growth is occurring in South 
San Francisco as a whole and within different subareas, and describe how this growth relates to the future outlook 
for land uses and transportation in the City. 

Measured by employment, South San Francisco’s largest industry sectors reflect the City’s historic industrial legacy 
and its role as a global focal point of the biotechnology industry. As shown in Table 4, South San Francisco’s largest 
industry sectors by number of jobs are Manufacturing—representing nearly a quarter of all jobs—followed by 
Information, Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services, and Transportation and Warehousing. Jobs in the 
City’s Manufacturing and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services sectors are largely related to the 
biotechnology industry, as examined in more detail in the following section. 

Compared to San Mateo County, South San Francisco is a major jobs center and has especially high concentrations 
of jobs in Manufacturing, Wholesale Trade, and Transportation and Warehousing—further reflecting the City’s 
unique mix of biotechnology, production, and distribution jobs. South San Francisco constitutes between 14 and 15 
percent of all San Mateo County jobs and is the second largest concentration of jobs in San Mateo County behind 
Redwood City (Figure 8). However, the City’s Manufacturing industry jobs, which include many biotechnology 
businesses, constituted 54 percent of countywide jobs in this industry in 2018 (Table 4) and were three times more 
concentrated in the City compared to both the County and State of California (Table 5). South San Francisco’s jobs 
in the Wholesale Trade and Transportation and Warehousing industries constituted 35 percent and 23 percent, 
respectively, of County jobs in these sectors, and were 2.4 and 1.6 times more concentrated in the City compared to 
the County. 

WHAT IS A LOCATION QUOTIENT?  

Some of the following findings describe concentrations of industries using a “location quotient.” A location 
quotient (LQ) is a metric used to understand the relative concentration of an industry in a study area (in this case, 
South San Francisco), compared to a reference geography (in this case, San Mateo County). LQs are used to 
assess an area’s specialization, weaknesses, and opportunities for growth within a broader geography. The LQ of 
a given industry A in South San Francisco, compared to San Mateo County, is calculated using the following 
formula:  

𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼 𝐴𝐴 =
(𝐽𝐽𝑓𝑓𝐽𝐽𝐼𝐼 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼 𝐴𝐴 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝑆𝑆𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼ℎ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼 𝐹𝐹𝑓𝑓𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝑓𝑓) (𝑇𝑇𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝑆𝑆𝑇𝑇 𝐽𝐽𝑓𝑓𝐽𝐽𝐼𝐼 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝑆𝑆𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼ℎ 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼 𝐹𝐹𝑓𝑓𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼𝐹𝐹𝑓𝑓)⁄

(𝐽𝐽𝑓𝑓𝐽𝐽𝐼𝐼 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼 𝐴𝐴 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼 𝑀𝑀𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼𝑀𝑀𝑓𝑓 𝐶𝐶𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼) (𝑇𝑇𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝑆𝑆𝑇𝑇 𝐽𝐽𝑓𝑓𝐽𝐽𝐼𝐼 𝑖𝑖𝐼𝐼 𝑆𝑆𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼 𝑀𝑀𝑆𝑆𝐼𝐼𝑀𝑀𝑓𝑓 𝐶𝐶𝑓𝑓𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼)⁄  

LQs are generally interpreted using the rules of thumb below:  

• LQ > 1.2 indicates a generally high concentration relative to the reference geography;  

• LQ between 0.8 and 1.2 indicates a normal or average distribution of that industry compared to the 
reference geography; 

• LQ < 0.8 indicates a relatively low concentration relative to the reference geography. 
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South San Francisco has a relatively small concentration of jobs in other professional services sectors that are often 
associated with the region’s tech industry. Jobs associated with the large and fast-growing tech sector in San Mateo 
County are largely classified in the Information and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services sectors. Twelve 
percent of South San Francisco’s jobs were in these sectors in 2018, compared to 25 percent countywide, as shown 
in Table 4; many of these South San Francisco jobs are actually related to the biotechnology industry. The relative 
concentration of these jobs in South San Francisco was half that of the County, but comparable to the State as a 
whole (Table 5). 

South San Francisco does not include notably large concentrations of jobs in industries that primarily serve area 
households. Examples of these industries include Retail Trade, Educational Services, Health Care and Social 
Assistance, and Food Services. 

South San Francisco employment growth lagged the County overall from 2009 to 2018. Jobs in South San Francisco 
grew by 21 percent from 2009 to 2018, compared to 27 percent in San Mateo County. South San Francisco’s unique 
industry mix, with the large presence of biotechnology and industry sectors associated with industrial lands, results 
in employment growth trends that can potentially diverge from larger regional trends. Employment data indicates 
that South San Francisco employment grew much more slowly than San Mateo County from 2009 to 2013, but then 
outpaced the county from 2013 to 2018. South San Francisco’s different employment growth trends may potentially 
be the result of a different pace of development activity or different pace of growth in the biotechnology industry 
compared to the computer technology industry that drives much of the San Mateo County economy. 

Employment growth in South San Francisco is driven primarily by jobs in Manufacturing (including manufacturing 
in biotechnology), Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services, Accommodation and Food Services, and Health 
Care and Social Assistance. Growth in these sectors contributed 69 percent of South San Francisco’s total increase 
in jobs between 2009 and 2018 (Table 5). As described in the following section, the biotechnology industry largely 
drove job growth in the Manufacturing and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services industry sectors. By 
contrast, a significant share of the San Mateo County’s job growth was driven by the Information sector. 
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South San Francisco’s economic composition and performance will continue to be largely shaped by four 
longstanding advantages and trends:  

1. The presence of industrial lands and buildings that can be flexibly reused or redeveloped: As many 
surrounding cities have lost their former industrial lands to redevelopment for offices and housing, South 
San Francisco now contains one of the largest remaining concentrations of industrial land on the 
Peninsula. These lands provide space for firms with a long-standing presence in the area, such as 
Manufacturing, Automobile and Equipment Repair, and Warehouse and Distribution businesses, while also 
creating growth opportunities for newer industry sectors like biotechnology. However, growth of 
biotechnology and other high-value technology businesses that can outcompete businesses requiring 
industrial space will likely result in the continued loss of light industrial properties, which could diminish 
South San Francisco’s economic diversity. 

2. Presence of a globally significant concentration of biotechnology businesses: The decades-long growth of 
the biotechnology industry in South San Francisco has created a concentration of these businesses that is 
itself a competitive advantage for attracting additional biotechnology business activity and related 
services (such as hotels to serve visitors to these businesses). 

3. Proximity and access to a large and highly educated workforce: Employers—especially in the 
biotechnology industry—are able to access a large and skilled regional labor force via Highway 101, I-280, 
BART, and Caltrain.  
 

4. Proximity to San Francisco International Airport: South San Francisco’s close proximity to the airport drives 
the location decisions of airport-related logistics, distribution, service and repair, and hospitality 
businesses. Logistics, distribution, and service and repair businesses will continue to seek light industrial 
space in South San Francisco, but their growth may be constrained by these businesses’ inability to 
compete with the high rents achievable by redevelopment for biotechnology or office/R&D uses. 

Figure 8: Share of San Mateo County Jobs by City, 2017 

 
Note: Data reflects “primary” jobs, counting one job per worker based on that worker’s highest paying job.  
Data may vary slightly from that shown in the following tables since the sources differ. 
Source: U.S. Census LEHD, 2017; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Table 4: Employment by Industry Sector in South San Francisco, San Mateo County, and California, 2018  
South San Francisco San Mateo County California 

Industry Sector(s)  
(sorted by size in South San Francisco) 

2018 
Employment 

Share of 
Employment 

2018 
Employment 

Share of 
Employment 

2018 
Employment 

Share of 
Employment 

Manufacturing 13,839 24.2% 25,821 6.6% 1,320,070 7.6% 

Information; Professional, Scientific, and Technical 
Services 

6,745 11.8% 95,032 24.5% 1,838,394 10.6% 

Transportation and Warehousing 6,310 11.0% 26,983 6.9% 706,483 4.1% 

Educational Services; Health Care and Social Assistance 6,055 10.6% 48,584 12.5% 3,983,015 23.0% 

Accommodation and Food Services 4,436 7.8% 39,422 10.1% 1,700,548 9.8% 

Administrative and Support and Waste Management 
and Remediation Services 

4,432 7.8% 21,979 5.7% 1,134,364 6.5% 

Wholesale Trade 4,170 7.3% 11,934 3.1% 701,000 4.0% 

Retail Trade 3,401 5.9% 33,928 8.7% 1,690,029 9.7% 

Construction 3,187 5.6% 19,410 5.0% 870,221 5.0% 

Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing; and Management of Companies and 
Enterprises 

2,211 3.9% 30,192 7.8% 1,095,020 6.3% 

Other Services (except Public Administration) 1,627 2.8% 15,026 3.9% 547,883 3.2% 

Agriculture; Utilities; Public Administration; and 
Unclassified establishments 

595 1.0% 13,554 3.5% 1,385,883 8.0% 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation; 175 0.3% 6,557 1.7% 370,926 2.1% 

Total 57,182 100% 388,422 100% 17,343,836 100% 

Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Table 5: South San Francisco Industry Concentration (by Employment) Compared to San Mateo County and California 

 

South San Francisco 
Employment 

Location Quotient 
(Relative Industry Concentration) 

Industry Sectors 
Number of 

Workers 
Share of 

Employment 
South San Francisco 

vs. San Mateo County 
South San Francisco 

vs. California 

Manufacturing 13,839 24.2% 3.64 3.18 

Wholesale Trade 4,170 7.3% 2.37 1.80 

Transportation and Warehousing 6,310 11.0% 1.59 2.71 
Administrative and Support and Waste Management and 
Remediation Services 4,432 7.8% 1.37 1.19 

Construction 3,187 5.6% 1.12 1.11 

Educational Services; Health Care and Social Assistance 6,055 10.6% 0.85 0.46 

Accommodation and Food Services 4,436 7.8% 0.76 0.79 

Other Services (except Public Administration) 1,627 2.8% 0.74 0.90 

Retail Trade 3,401 5.9% 0.68 0.61 
Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing; and Management of Companies and Enterprises 2,211 3.9% 0.50 0.61 
Information; Professional, Scientific, and Technical 
Services 6,745 11.8% 0.48 1.11 
Agriculture; Utilities; Public Administration; and 
Unclassified establishments 595 1.0% 0.30 0.13 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 175 0.3% 0.18 0.14 

Total 57,182 100%   
Note: Please see the preceding text for an explanation of location quotients and how to interpret them.  
Note: As described in the text, most jobs in South San Francisco’s Manufacturing industry are at biotechnology businesses. 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Table 6: Change in Employment by Industry in South San Francisco, and Overall in San 
Mateo County and California, 2009 and 2018 

Industry Sector 
(sorted by total job growth) 2009 2018 

Change, 
2009-2018 

% Change, 
2009-2018 

Manufacturing 11,505 13,839 2,334 20% 
Accommodation and Food 
Services 2,964 4,436 1,472 50% 
Information; Professional, 
Scientific, and Technical Services 5,513 6,745 1,232 22% 
Administrative and Support and 
Waste Management and 
Remediation Services 3,221 4,432 1,211 38% 
Educational Services; Health Care 
and Social Assistance 4,850 6,055 1,205 25% 
Transportation and Warehousing 5,188 6,310 1,121 22% 
Construction 2,315 3,187 872 38% 
Wholesale Trade 3,716 4,170 454 12% 
Agriculture; Utilities; Public 
Administration; and Unclassified 
establishments 449 595 146 32% 
Finance and Insurance; Real 
Estate and Rental and Leasing; 
and Management of Companies 
and Enterprises 2,144 2,211 67 3% 
Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation; 191 175 -16 -8% 
Retail Trade 3,422 3,401 -21 -1% 
Other Services (except Public 
Administration) 1,900 1,627 -273 -14% 
South SF Total, All Industries 47,379 57,182 9,803 21% 
San Mateo County 306,951 388,422 81,471 27% 

California 14,560,395 17,343,836 2,783,441 19% 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2018; 
Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Biotechnology and Industrial Production, 
Distribution, and Repair Industries 
South San Francisco’s biotechnology industry group cuts across multiple industry sectors described in the 
preceding section. The following findings provide closer scrutiny of the biotechnology industry group’s size 
and performance in South San Francisco, and assesses the performance of other industries that compete 
for industrial land in the City. The findings are based on analysis of relevant industry “sub-sectors” in the 
employment data evaluated for this analysis. The findings of this section provide further insight into the 
future competition for industrial/employment land in South San Francisco. 

Biotechnology 
The “biotechnology” industry group includes businesses engaged in the research and development (R&D),), 
manufacturing, and wholesale trade of medical-related technological innovations, including 
pharmaceuticals. 

Biotechnology jobs form the largest industry sector in South San Francisco, accounting for nearly 30 
percent of citywide jobs as of 2018. South San Francisco’s biotechnology industry group accounted for over 
16,000 jobs in 2018, as shown in Figure 8. 

Biotechnology is a growing industry sector and the primary driver of citywide employment growth. Due to 
its large share of citywide employment, growth in biotechnology jobs drives much of citywide employment 
growth. Biotechnology employment accounted for 43 percent of citywide employment growth between 
2009 and 2018. Knowledgeable local brokers interviewed for this study noted that, while the performance 
of the biotechnology industry softened during the “Great Recession,” it has generally remained relatively 
stable over time compared to greater volatility in technology industry job growth. 

Ongoing growth in biotechnology businesses and employment is generating demand for industrial land 
that will need to be considered as part of the General Plan update. The rapid growth of biotechnology 
employment—especially relative to other industry sectors requiring industrial space—generates 
competition for industrial sites in South San Francisco. Ultimately, the South San Francisco community will 
need to determine an appropriate balance of accommodating biotechnology growth while also preserving 
light industrial buildings that can accommodate other logistics and service uses. Developing these policies 
will require consideration of multiple policy goals, including the high property tax and other public 
revenues associated with high-value biotechnology and R&D/office buildings. 
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Figure 9: Employment in Biotechnology Relative to Total City Employment, 2009 and 
2018 

 
Note: Employment from 4-digit NAICS categories 3254, 4242, and 5417 were tabulated to create totals for Biotechnology 
employment. 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 

Production, Distribution, and Repair 
Industry subsectors included in the “Production, Distribution, and Repair” (or “PDR”) industry group consist 
of businesses that typically require industrial buildings and lands, such as manufacturing and light 
industrial warehouse, distribution, and service or repair spaces. For the purposes of this chapter, industries 
in the PDR industry group were selected based on the following activities and space requirements: 

• Production: Encompasses all employment in the Manufacturing industry sector except for 
manufacturing related to Biotechnology. 

• Distribution:  Includes Transportation and Warehousing industry jobs, plus other airport-related 
logistics industries.  

• Repair: Includes businesses that engage primarily in the repair of consumer goods, such as 
automobiles, personal electronics, and household goods.  

The PDR industry group constituted 22 percent of all South San Francisco jobs in 2018, down from 26 
percent in 2009. Although South San Francisco’s PDR jobs grew nine percent between 2009 and 2018, PDR’s 
share of total jobs declined because citywide employment grew 21 percent over this same period. 

Employment in the PDR industry group primarily consists of businesses in the Transportation and 
Warehousing and Wholesale Trade industry sectors. These sectors, shown in Figure 10, accounted for over 
79 percent of all PDR group jobs in 2018. Jobs at non-biotechnology manufacturing businesses constituted 
most of the remainder, with most of these jobs at businesses categorized in the Food Manufacturing 
industry (which includes businesses such as Acme Bread, Bimbo Bakeries, and Gimbal’s Candy).  

Manufacturing employment within the PDR industry group is declining, potentially due both to increasing 
production efficiencies and relocation of manufacturing activity elsewhere. As shown in Figure 10, most 
non-biotechnology Manufacturing industry subsectors in South San Francisco lost employment between 
2009 and 2018, including the relatively large Food Manufacturing subsector. Generally, manufacturing 
activity in the Bay Area has long been marked by a pattern of decreasing employment and increasing 
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output due to increased automation and efficiencies.6 Manufacturers are also shifting away from core Bay 
Area locations to lower cost locations, consistent with similar long-term trends across the United States. 

Employment in South San Francisco’s PDR industry group is shifting away from jobs in the Manufacturing 
industry toward jobs in logistics and distribution. In 2018, jobs in the Transportation and Warehousing and 
Wholesale Trade industries represented about 18 percent of the citywide total, and grew 22 percent and 12 
percent, respectively, since 2009. This shift away from manufacturing to logistics and distribution is the 
continuation of a decades-long trend that was also noted in South San Francisco’s General Plan of 1999.7 
Examples of businesses in these industry sectors include warehousing, transportation services, airport-
related distribution, and “last-mile” e-commerce distribution to homes and businesses.8 

Employment related to the repair of automobiles, electronics, and household goods has remained 
essentially unchanged in South San Francisco over the last nine years.  Between 2009 and 2018, 
employment in the small “Automobile Equipment and Repair” industry subsector grew by about five 
percent, as presented in Figure 10. Firms that specialize in repair work can generally be accommodated in 
smaller buildings that might not be suitable for other uses, which could potentially explain the stability of 
employment in these sectors even as other industrial sectors experienced larger shifts. Automobile service 
and repair activities also benefit from proximity to household customers and to the car rental agencies 
located at and near SFO. 

Overall trends in the PDR industry group indicate a continued and growing demand for South San 
Francisco’s warehouse and distribution spaces to serve the airport and region’s businesses and 
households, although these businesses typically cannot compete with the higher rents that can be 
achieved through redevelopment of properties for R&D/office space serving biotechnology and technology 
companies. South San Francisco continues to offer a competitive advantage for many businesses whose 
operations require warehouse and distribution facilities and need access to the airport and the ability to 
quickly reach San Francisco and Peninsula residents and businesses. Local knowledgeable brokers 
interviewed for this study noted that firms engaged in airport-dependent transportation, warehousing and 
freight forwarding are willing to pay a rent premium to locate in South San Francisco. However, the ongoing 
loss of light industrial space due to redevelopment for R&D/office space demonstrates the impact of strong 
demand for this higher-value R&D/office space.  

 

6 See, for example: Association of Bay Area Governments and Metropolitan Transportation Commission, 
2019. “The Future of Jobs.” ABAG/MTC Horizon Paper. 
7 See, for example, page 6-1 of the 1999 South San Francisco General Plan. 
8 These industry categories do not include retail stores in which personal or business customers shop, such 
as any of the Costco and Costco Business Center stores in South San Francisco 
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Figure 10: Jobs in Production, Distribution, and Repair Industries Associated with 
Industrial Lands in South San Francisco, 2009 and 2018 

 
Note: “Repair Categories” includes NAICS Codes 8111, 8112, and 8114. Transportation and Warehousing includes all 
employment in NAICS Codes 48-49. Non-Biotechnology Wholesale Trade includes all of NAICS Code 42, except for NAICS 
4242. 
Source: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Sub-Area Employment Trends, Business Size, and 
Outlook 
As shown in the map in Figure 1, South San Francisco includes a number of employment sub-areas, each 
with its own competitive advantages and business mix. In South San Francisco, PDR, biotechnology, and 
other businesses are increasingly competing for finite space in a constrained geographic area, creating 
potential displacement pressures. This section explores the composition and changes in business mix in 
the sub-areas to illustrate evolving demand for space in each. Note that the data displayed for each sub-
area varies due to confidentiality restrictions. 

Sub-Area Overview 
Employment within South San Francisco is heavily concentrated in the sub-areas zoned for industrial uses. 
Forty-five percent of the City’s employment is located in the East of 101 North sub-area, while East of 101 
South and Lindenville collectively account for roughly 30 percent of South San Francisco’s jobs, shown in 
Figure 11. 

Smaller firms tend to be located in Lindenville and Downtown, matching the smaller spaces available in 
those areas. Figure 12 indicates that East of 101 North and East of 101 South both include relatively high 
shares of larger firms with more than 50 employees, while Lindenville and Downtown include relatively high 
shares of very small firms of between one and four employees. Lindenville and Downtown generally consist 
of smaller buildings that offer more affordable and practical locations for small, local businesses. 

Figure 11: South San Francisco Employment by Sub-Area, 2009 and 2018 

 
Source: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Figure 12: Number of Firms by Employment Size Category in Major South San Francisco 
Employment Sub-Areas, 2018 

 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Downtown South San Francisco 
The historic commercial core of South San Francisco, the Downtown sub-area includes a mix of small 
storefront commercial spaces (primarily along Grand Avenue), industrial buildings along the northern 
segment of Airport Avenue and Linden Avenue, and numerous residential properties. Most parcels are 
relatively small. Recent development of multistory multifamily housing has occurred along Airport Boulevard 
near Grand Avenue, in keeping with the vision of creating a transit-oriented district set forth in the Downtown 
Station Area Specific Plan. Available data indicates that the Downtown sub-area included 2,179 jobs within 
221 acres of land in 2018, with an overall average of 9.9 jobs per acre. 

Consistent with Downtown South San Francisco’s historic economic role as a local household-serving 
commercial area, household-serving industry categories remain important employers Downtown—
especially in the Food Services and Retail industries. As shown in Figure 13, these two industries account 
for about one third of Downtown’s 2018 employment, versus 14 percent citywide.  

Downtown is among the only sub-areas that lost employment between 2009 and 2018, driven by job losses 
in both household-serving and office-based jobs; adding households in Downtown could potentially create 
additional demand to support these businesses. Job losses occurred across a wide array of industries, 
including Retail Trade and office-based industries such as Finance, Insurance and Real Estate, and 
Management of Companies. Jobs in Educational Services and Public Administration also declined, as 
shown in Figure 13. Adding households in and near Downtown could generate additional demand for 
stores, restaurants, and professional services that could help to reverse some of these declines, although 
this demand could also change the character of the business mix if the demographic characteristics of new 
residents are significantly different from those of current residents.. 

The Downtown sub-area also includes PDR and Construction industry jobs at businesses located in the 
area’s light industrial properties. As of 2018, 18 percent of Downtown’s jobs were in the Construction or PDR 
industries (including, for example, Gimbal’s Candy and home construction and materials businesses).9 
These jobs are primarily located in light industrial properties in the Downtown sub-area, which are largely 
concentrated in the northeastern portion of the sub-area along Airport Boulevard and Linden Avenue. 
These businesses would be vulnerable to displacement if redevelopment of light industrial properties were 
pursued in this portion of Downtown. 

 

9 This data includes jobs attributable to businesses located within the area, and therefore would not 
include construction workers located temporarily at a job site in the area. However, the data may also 
overstate the number of workers located in the area if they work for a business located in the area but their 
job sites are located elsewhere. 
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Figure 13: Downtown South San Francisco Employment by Industry Sector, 2009 and 
2018 

 
[1] Includes Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation; and Accommodation and Food Services 
[2] Includes Agriculture; Utilities; Public Administration; and Unclassified Establishments 
[3] Includes Information and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
[4] Includes Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and Leasing; and Management of Companies and Enterprises 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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East of 101 North 
The East of 101 North sub-area includes a mix of light industrial buildings, hotels, and the primary 
concentration of biotechnology jobs and businesses in South San Francisco—including Genentech. Available 
data indicates there were 25,864 jobs within 1,013 acres of land as of 2018, with an overall average of 25.5 jobs 
per acre. 

Significant employment growth in East of 101 North between 2009 and 2018 was primarily driven by the 
area’s large concentration of biotechnology businesses. As shown in Figure 14, nearly 2,800 jobs were 
added in the area’s Manufacturing and Professional Services sectors, which are dominated by 
biotechnology jobs—especially in East of 101 North, given the presence of Genentech and other 
biotechnology companies. Although available data also indicate that jobs in the Transportation and 
Warehousing industry grew by roughly 1,000 jobs between 2009 and 2018, there is evidence that these jobs 
are being overcounted due to attribution of off-site jobs to a non-biotechnology company’s headquarters. 
Instead, Transportation and Warehousing industry job growth was likely flat in the 2009 to 2018 period in 
East of 101 North. 

East of 101 North includes many of the City’s largest employers. As shown in Figure 11 (above), there were 
72 businesses with more than 50 employees in the East of 101 North sub-area as of 2018, significantly 
higher than other employment sub-areas. Available data indicates that four businesses in the area employ 
more than 1,000 workers and account for over half of the total employment of this sub-area. However, 
Genentech is likely the only employer in which nearly all jobs are consistently located within the area since 
the other employers include staffing agencies and transportation and distribution services. 

The biotechnology industry is likely to continue driving demand for space in East of 101 North, likely 
leading to redevelopment of industrial properties over time. The biotechnology industry will continue to 
compete with users of warehousing and distribution buildings for space and redevelopment opportunities 
in East of 101 North. As described in the market section of this chapter, biotechnology users typically seek 
to cluster in the northern portion of the East of 101 North sub-area, but growth in demand and limited 
availability of development opportunity sites may drive interest by these businesses in expanding to the 
southern portion of East of 101 North and potentially into East of 101 South (if allowed by zoning and land 
use policy). 
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Figure 14: East of 101 North Employment by Industry Sector, 2009 and 2018 

 
[1] Includes Manufacturing and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
[2] Includes Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and Leasing; and Management of Companies and Enterprises 
[3] Includes Agriculture; Utilities; Public Administration; and Unclassified Establishments 
Note: Transportation and Warehousing job growth was likely actually flat over this period, since the available data may be 
attributing an excessive number of jobs to a company’s headquarters in East of 101 North. 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020.  
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East of 101 South 
The East of 101 South area largely consists of light industrial buildings and land, hotels, and a limited number 
of office and R&D buildings. The South San Francisco Conference Center is also located in this sub-area. 
Available data indicates that East of 101 South included 8,698 jobs within 840 acres as of 2018, with an overall 
average of 10.4 jobs per acre. 

Although Transportation and Warehousing and Wholesale Trade businesses still dominate employment in 
the East of 101 South sub-area, rapid growth occurred in the Information and Professional Services 
industry sector between 2009 and 2018. The sub-area’s largest industry sector is Administrative Support 
and Waste Management Services, but employers in this sector typically include companies whose 
employees largely work outside the area, such as staffing agencies. Employment in the Transportation and 
Warehousing and Wholesale Trade sectors both declined between 2009 and 2018, as shown in Figure 15. As 
of 2018, they accounted for slightly over a quarter of the employment in the East of 101 South sub-area, 
compared to nearly 50 percent in 2009. Meanwhile, the Information and Professional Services industry 
became the fourth largest sector in the area in 2018, growing more than eightfold since 2009. 

East of 101 South’s growth in the Information and Professional Services industry sector was largely driven 
by biotechnology research and development businesses. In contrast to East of 101 North, where most 
biotechnology jobs are classified as pharmaceutical manufacturing, biotechnology jobs in East of 101 
South are concentrated in the Research and Development industry sector. Based on this trend, and input 
from locally knowledgeable brokers, these businesses may be relatively flexible in their space needs and 
able to repurpose existing light industrial or office flex buildings. 

As the industry mix has changed in East of 101 South, the share of larger firms in the area has increased. 
The East of 101 South area lost 26 of its smallest firms with between one and four employees, as presented 
in Figure 16. No other sub-area experienced a decline in as many small firms during this time period.   

Local knowledgeable brokers noted that redevelopment of existing light industrial or office flex buildings 
for higher-intensity biotechnology-related R&D/office uses is slower in the East of 101 South area for 
multiple reasons. Brokers interviewed for this study attributed this slower pace of development partly to 
the different zoning in the East of 101 South area, but placed greater emphasis on the area’s smaller parcel 
sizes (which result in a need to assemble a site for a larger development project), the challenges of 
providing sufficient parking if a light industrial building is repurposed for a higher-intensity biotechnology 
or office use, and the distance from the most desirable locations for biotechnology businesses in the 
northern East of 101 North area. 
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Figure 15: East of 101 South Employment by Industry Sector, 2009 and 2018 

 
[1] Includes Information and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
[2] Includes Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and Leasing; and Management of Companies and Enterprises 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 

 
Figure 16: Number of Firms in East of 101 South by Employment Size Category, 2009-
2018  

 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020.  
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El Camino Real North and South 
The El Camino Real North and South sub-areas consist of properties along El Camino Real, with a mix of retail 
and restaurants, shopping centers, multi-family housing, public facilities (including City offices and South San 
Francisco High School), and limited industrial uses such as the See’s Candies factory. The corridor includes the 
South San Francisco BART station, a Costco store, and Kaiser Permanente South San Francisco Medical Center 
hospital. Available data indicates that El Camino Real North included 3,647 jobs within the sub-area’s 150 
acres in 2018, with 24.3 jobs per acre. El Camino Real North included 1,565 jobs within the sub-area’s 106 acres 
in 2018, with 14.8 jobs per acre. 

The El Camino Real North and South areas largely consist of household-serving uses, such as Health Care, 
Retail, Food Services, and Education. The majority of employment in El Camino Real North was in the 
Health Care and Social Assistance sector in 2018, due largely to the presence of the Kaiser Permanente 
hospital. The area also includes a See’s Candies manufacturing facility. Note that minimal data can be 
shown for these two sub-areas due to confidentiality restrictions. 

High automobile traffic volumes along El Camino Real attract retail and restaurant businesses; most 
primarily serve nearby neighborhoods, while the Costco attracts shoppers from a larger trade area. Much of 
the retail along El Camino Real consists of smaller and ethnic grocery stores, a Trader Joe’s, and a variety of 
restaurants, small retail stores, and pharmacies. Most of these uses serve the day to day needs of 
households within a limited area. The Costco store southeast of El Camino Real and Hickey Boulevard, 
however, serves a much larger area in northern San Mateo County and southern San Francisco since the 
store is the northernmost Costco store outside of central San Francisco. These retail and restaurant 
businesses locate along El Camino Real because of its high automobile traffic volumes and its function as 
one of the few north-south automobile corridors on the Peninsula. El Camino Real also provides 
convenient access to the Kaiser Permanente hospital in El Camino Real North, near the South San 
Francisco BART station. 

Development activity along El Camino Real will transform portions of the corridor with modern retail 
spaces and additional housing. The El Camino Real sub-area is positioned to undergo significant 
transformation over the next several years. Through a public-private development partnership, the City is 
leading development of affordable and market rate housing, retail amenities, and child care at a site along 
Mission Road near Oak Avenue. Other major changes include additional housing development proposals, 
construction of a modern grocery-anchored shopping center at the southeast corner of South Spruce 
Avenue and El Camino Real, and planned construction of a new civic campus for the City at the northeast 
corner of El Camino Real and Chestnut Avenue. 
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Figure 17: Top Four Industry Sectors as a Share of Sub-Area Employment, El Camino 
Real North, 2018 

 

Note: Only four of the top five industry sectors are shown due to confidentiality data restrictions.  
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 

 

Figure 18: Top Four Industry Sectors as a Share of Sub-Area Employment, El Camino 
Real South, 2018 

 
Note: Only four of the top five industry sectors are shown due to confidentiality data restrictions.  
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Lindenville 
The Lindenville sub-area overwhelmingly consists of industrial properties and buildings, including a 
concentration of smaller buildings and relatively small parcels—although larger parcels also exist. The area 
includes Golden Gate Produce Terminal wholesale market and multiple food manufacturing facilities. 
Available data indicates that Lindenville included 9,527 jobs within its 533 acres in 2018, with an average of 
17.9 jobs per acre overall. 

Lindenville includes a high share of jobs in PDR industry group sectors and a large number of small 
businesses, reflecting the area’s historic industrial legacy and the presence of numerous smaller properties 
and buildings. Lindenville was developed as an industrial district during the post-World War II period. As of 
2018, jobs in the Wholesale Trade, Transportation and Warehousing, and Manufacturing industry sectors 
accounted for approximately 47 percent of the sub-area’s total employment (see Figure 19). Additionally, 
Lindenville has more total firms than any other sub-area, approximately 40 percent of which are very small 
firms with between one and four employees, as shown in Figure 11 and Figure 20. The high concentration of 
these very small firms suggests that the area includes a large number of locally owned businesses, possibly 
because Lindenville’s many smaller buildings may be more appropriate for the needs of these employers. 
Notably, however, available data indicate that businesses with over 100 employees also grew from 10 to 24 
during the 2009 to 2018 period (Figure 21). 

Lindenville grew in terms of firm counts and overall employment between 2009 and 2018. Lindenville 
added 32 firms between 2009 and 2018, the largest number of firms out of any sub-area during that time. 
While its overall employment growth rate was lower than East of 101 North and South, Lindenville 
employment grew at roughly the same pace as the City overall. 

Growth in Lindenville’s Wholesale Trade and Transportation and Warehousing sectors suggests the area 
successfully attracts PDR industry group businesses as the inventory of industrial space declines across San 
Mateo County. The largest increment of growth in Lindenville between 2009 and 2018 was in 
Transportation and Warehousing, an industry sector which lost a roughly equivalent number of jobs in East 
of 101 South during the same period. The vast majority of Lindenville’s Transportation and Warehousing 
employment growth was driven by bus charter companies, while freight forwarding companies and mail 
couriers also added a modest number of employees. 

Substantial employment growth in Lindenville’s relatively small Arts, Entertainment, Accommodation, and 
Food Services sector may reflect the addition of recreational facilities and dining and drinking destinations. 
Examples of these businesses include Bay Badminton Center, private gyms, and breweries. Jobs in these 
sectors increased from 315 to 797 between 2009 and 2018. These uses are likely locating in Lindenville due 
to demand from higher income residents, shifts away from traditional retail toward these types of 
“experiential” services that cannot be provided through online sales, relatively low rents compared to 
traditional commercial districts, and the existence of industrial buildings that can be flexibly repurposed for 
these new uses. 

Continued growth in demand for housing and commercial space near BART and Caltrain is creating 
pressure for redevelopment of sites in the southern portion of Lindenville. The southern portion of 
Lindenville is located within walking distance of the San Bruno BART station and San Bruno Caltrain 
station. The area also offers retail and dining amenities at The Shops at Tanforan and nearby shopping 
centers. This combination of regional commute access and existing amenities, coupled with ongoing 
growth in demand for housing and office space, has driven recent development interest in the southern 
portion of Lindenville. Currently, the “Southline” project at 30 Tanforan Avenue proposes to replace 
multiple industrial buildings with a six building biotechnology-focused office and R&D campus. A 
multifamily housing project is also proposed at 410 Noor Avenue, and Sares Regis is pursuing an office 
development project just over the City border in San Bruno (at 1000 San Mateo Avenue). Given this interest 
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in redeveloping properties, the General Plan update process will need to consider the tradeoffs of retaining 
existing industrial buildings and businesses versus allowing transformation of this area. 

Figure 19: Lindenville Employment by Industry Sector, 2009 and 2018 

 
[1] Includes Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation; and Accommodation and Food Services 
[2] Includes Finance and Insurance; Real Estate and Rental and Leasing; and Management of Companies and Enterprises 
[3] Includes Information and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 
[4] Includes Agriculture; Utilities; Public Administration; and Unclassified establishments 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Figure 20: Number of Firms in Lindenville by Employment Size Category, 2009 and 2018 

 
Sources: California Employment Development Department, 2009-2018; Strategic Economics, 2020.  
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Commercial and Industrial Market 
Overview 
The following sections of this chapter describe market trends and conditions to identify South San 
Francisco’s competitive positioning to attract investment in and development of commercial and industrial 
properties. The real estate market analysis focuses on 1) office, R&D, and industrial space, 2) retail space, 
and 3) hotels While the previous section of this chapter focused on economic trends that determine 
demand for different uses in South San Francisco and its subareas, this section focuses on South San 
Francisco’s opportunities and challenges for translating that demand into reinvestment and development 
activity..  

Office, R&D, and Industrial Market Conditions 
This section describes the performance and market positioning of South San Francisco’s office, R&D, and 
industrial inventory. The approach to the analysis was customized for two factors unique to South San 
Francisco:  

1. The biotechnology industry is the dominant driver of demand for office and R&D space, and 
occupies building types ranging from midrise and high-rise towers to single-story flex buildings. As 
a result, the following analysis combines these uses into an “office/R&D” category because few 
traditional office buildings exist in South San Francisco and brokerage data sources inconsistently 
define these buildings in the City. 
 

2. The office/R&D and industrial markets are assessed relative to each other because demand for 
space by the biotechnology industry typically results in reuse or redevelopment of existing 
industrial buildings in South San Francisco. For purposes of this study, industrial uses include 
manufacturing, warehouse, distribution, and service and repair buildings. 

Existing Supply Composition and Trends 
South San Francisco includes nearly as many square feet of office/R&D space as industrial space, although 
more land area is dedicated to industrial uses. As shown in Table 7, 56 percent of inventory consists of 
industrial buildings, with the remainder in office/R&D buildings. The City’s inventory comprises 38 percent 
of all industrial space in San Mateo County, representing one of the County’s largest remaining 
concentrations of industrial inventory. Based on information in the Land Use + Community Design chapter, 
office and biotech/R&D uses occupy 512 acres of South San Francisco, while warehouse and manufacturing 
uses occupy 802 acres.10 

Vacancy rates are low and demand is high for both office/R&D space and industrial space in South San 
Francisco and San Mateo County. As shown in Table 7, vacancy rates at South San Francisco’s office/R&D 
space are lower than San Mateo County, while industrial vacancy rates are slightly higher than the County 
but still very low overall. Demand is generally high for office/R&D space in San Mateo County due to growth 
of the technology sector (rather than South San Francisco’s biotechnology-driven demand), and for 
industrial space due to declining inventories countywide.  

 

10 See Table 1 of Chapter 2: Land Use + Community Design. 
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South San Francisco’s office/R&D inventory grew substantially in East of 101 North between 1999 and 2019 
due to demand from the biotechnology industry, resulting in a high concentration of office/R&D space in 
this area today. Figure 24 indicates that nearly all of South San Francisco’s office/R&D space is in East of 101 
North. Figure 22 shows the rapid increase in office/R&D space in East of 101 North since 1999. Industrial 
inventory is primarily located in East of 101 North, East of 101 South, and Lindenville, as shown in Figure 24. 

The growth of the City’s office/R&D space for biotechnology businesses has come at the expense of the 
City’s longstanding industrial building inventory. Knowledgeable local brokers interviewed for this study 
reported that approximately 2.7 million square feet of industrial warehouse space has been lost over the 
last 20 years in South San Francisco due to conversion or redevelopment for biotechnology businesses. 
These conversions occur because biotechnology businesses can support significantly higher rents or sales 
prices compared to industrial manufacturing and warehouse businesses. A similar process of losing 
industrial space due to redevelopment has occurred throughout Peninsula communities due to strong 
demand for high-value housing, technology, or biotechnology uses. The map in Figure 23 shows the large 
number of office/R&D buildings constructed in the East of 101 North area since 2000, an area that was 
historically dominated by manufacturing and warehouse buildings. This change fulfills a policy goal of the 
City of South San Francisco articulated in the existing General Plan in order to accommodate growth of the 
biotechnology industry, attract investment, and support higher tax revenues to fund City services.  

Based on the locations of South San Francisco’s oldest industrial buildings, properties in East of 101 South 
and Lindenville may be more subject to long-term redevelopment or reinvestment efforts by property 
owners and developers. The map in Figure 24 indicates that these areas include high concentrations of 
industrial properties that are now at least 40 years old. While demand for development will vary depending 
on location, these older buildings are generally more likely to undergo redevelopment compared to more 
recently built modern buildings of any type. 

Table 7: Inventory, Vacancies, and Rents by Industrial Product Type in South San 
Francisco and San Mateo County, 2020 

Product Type 

Existing Inventory Vacancies 

Average Monthly 
Rent (Gross)* 

Total Rentable Building 
Area (Sq. Ft.) Square Feet % of Total 

Office and R&D Inventory     
South San Francisco 11,861,901  627,154  6.4%  $3.60  
San Mateo County 62,387,499  3,529,116  7.0%  $5.26  

Industrial Inventory     
South San Francisco 15,141,639  763,915  6.3%  $1.60  
San Mateo County 39,712,399  1,506,758  4.5%  $1.68  

*The lower average rents in South San Francisco versus San Mateo County are partly a reflection of the more diverse 
inventory of office and R&D space in the City, while a higher share of San Mateo County space consists of traditional office 
space. 
Source: Costar, 2020; Strategic Economics, 2020. 
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Figure 21: Office/R&D and Industrial Building Inventory (in Square Feet) by Sub-Area, 
2019

 
Note: Industrial includes Manufacturing; Warehouse, Distribution, and Truck Terminals; and Service buildings. 
Source: Costar, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
 

Figure 22: Inventory (in Square Feet) of Buildings Constructed between 1999 and 2019, 
by Building Type and by Sub-area

 
Note: Data reflects extant buildings only, and therefore does not include losses due to demolitions or conversions. 
Source: Costar, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Figure 23: Building Types by Year Built in South San Francisco: Office/R&D Buildings and Industrial Buildings 

 
Source: Costar, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Demand for conversions and redevelopment of industrial space for office/R&D uses have been largely 
restricted to the East of 101 area, creating increased potential for conversions in East of 101 South; demand 
for redevelopment is also stronger in the southern portion of Lindenville. The, East of 101 area—and 
particularly the largely industrial area south of Grand Avenue—is in close geographic proximity to existing 
biotechnology businesses, has good roadway access, and may be subject to future demand for 
biotechnology office/R&D space. In contrast, much of Lindenville is distant from Genentech, has smaller 
properties, and limitations on traffic circulation limit the area’s appeal for redevelopment in favor of 
office/R&D uses. As was noted previously, however, the southern portion of Lindenville is located near the 
San Bruno BART station and amenities at The Shops at Tanforan, and will be subject to greater demand for 
redevelopment. 

Increasing costs for warehouse and distribution space in South San Francisco and San Mateo County drive 
businesses to seek other locations within the Bay Area unless those businesses rely on proximity to the 
airport, the area workforce, or access to area households and businesses. Industrial brokers interviewed for 
this study indicated that rising rents and shrinking inventories of warehouse and distribution space are 
driving industrial tenants to seek space in the East Bay or beyond if they do not specifically require a 
location in South San Francisco or San Mateo County. Additionally, many businesses are experiencing 
difficulty with worker attraction and retention due to the high cost of living in the area.  

Taxable sales data for South San Francisco demonstrates the importance of the City’s industrial businesses 
for the City’s overall fiscal health, and comparison data from neighboring jurisdictions suggests South San 
Francisco’s industrial businesses are both performing well and serve a unique regional role. Data from the 
California Department of Tax and Fee Administration (CDTFA) indicates that “All Other Outlets” taxable 
sales are higher on a per capita basis in South San Francisco compared to San Mateo County and other 
North County jurisdictions, shown in Figure 24. While the “All Other Outlets” category represents a variety of 
subcategories, two major subcategories in this data are manufacturing and construction-related business-
to-business transactions. It is likely that the higher taxable sales values in South San Francisco are 
capturing sales of goods that are produced or processed in the industrial areas East of 101, including 
pharmaceuticals, concrete, and food items that support the airport. Redevelopment of industrial buildings 
could result in the loss of some business-to-business sales tax revenue associated with existing businesses, 
but these losses may be offset by higher property tax and other revenues generated by higher-intensity 
office/R&D uses. These issues will be explored in detail as part of an upcoming fiscal impact analysis of 
growth alternatives for the General Plan. 

Figure 24: Total "All Other Outlets" (Business-to-Business) Taxable Sales per Capita, 
2018 

 
Source: California Department of Tax and Finance, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019. 

 

$8,377

$681 $1,151

$7,658

$0

$2,000

$4,000

$6,000

$8,000

$10,000

South San Francisco Daly City San Bruno San Mateo County



 

45  Existing Conditions Report 
 

Development Activity and Future Outlook for the Office, 
R&D/Biotech, and Industrial Markets 
Biotechnology is currently the primary driver of development activity in the City. According to City data, 
approximately 800,000 square feet of office/R&D space has been recently completed, with another 2.8 
million square feet of office/R&D space in the development pipeline, concentrated East of 101 north of 
Grand Avenue and within the Oyster Point area. At completion, this will increase the total office/R&D 
inventory by nearly 100 percent.  

The area north of Grand Avenue and East of 101 will continue to be the prime location for biotechnology 
companies, given that biotechnology firms are highly interested in co-locating next to each other. Local 
brokers interviewed for this study reported that companies place a high premium on being able to locate 
as close as possible to the intersection of Oyster Point and Gateway Boulevards. Although redevelopment 
of industrial space has continued in areas more distant from this intersection, and new office/R&D projects 
have been proposed in other previously untested locations in South San Francisco, it is unclear whether 
these new locations will suit the needs of biotech tenants. 

South San Francisco’s warehouse and distribution buildings will continue to be in high demand given the 
City’s proximity to SFO, the growth of new businesses, and the declining inventory of industrial space in 
San Mateo County. While industrially-zoned lands south of Grand Avenue and East of 101 will continue to 
be eyed as potential redevelopment sites for biotechnology companies, knowledgeable local R&D brokers 
indicated that this area is not considered by biotechnology companies to be a prime location due to its 
distance from the intersection of Oyster Point and Gateway Boulevards. Warehouse and distribution 
buildings found in this area continue to be in high demand by airport-related businesses, such as freight 
forwarding, and expanding non-airport related business activities like last-mile deliveries. 

Although much of the City’s existing industrial inventory is not located in prime locations for biotechnology 
businesses, developers of biotechnology space may seek to convert existing industrial buildings south of 
Grand Avenue East of 101, which could result in a land use conflict with industries that provide jobs for a 
diverse workforce. South San Francisco’s industrial lands contribute to the City’s economic diversity and 
provide employment opportunities for the City’s diverse workforce. These industrial lands also play an 
important role within the region since they support logistics related to SFO, deliveries to homes and 
businesses, and service and repair uses for residents and businesses. 

As demand grows for distribution and warehouse space adjacent to end-user households and businesses, 
potential may eventually exist for development of multi-story industrial buildings in South San Francisco. 
Multi-story industrial construction has occurred in very few other places in the United States because these 
products are only feasible where constrained land supply and a high density of households and businesses 
in the region drive achievable rents to high levels. There may soon be examples of multi-story industrial 
buildings in the Bay Area; Prologis has proposed such a project for its “San Francisco Gateway” 
development in that city’s Bayview neighborhood. 
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Lindenville is less subject to redevelopment and conversion pressures from office/R&D users overall, but 
may be vulnerable to conversion to recreational and entertainment uses, and redevelopment for housing  
and office/R&D projects in the southern portion of the sub-area. Although much of Lindenville is relatively 
less desirable as a location for biotechnology businesses compared to the East of 101 sub-areas, the 
southern portion of Lindenville may experience redevelopment pressures due to the area’s excellent 
regional transit connections and existing retail amenities. Lindenville may also be subject to ongoing 
pressure for conversion of industrial buildings to gyms and food and beverage businesses, and 
redevelopment for housing. 

Other challenges include traffic congestion in the East of 101 areas, high housing costs, and threats posed 
by sea level rise. Brokers interviewed for this study consistently reported that traffic in the East of 101 North 
area has become one of the biggest challenges for attracting businesses. In the longer term, sea level rise 
induced by climate change is likely to impact the area south of Grand Avenue East of 101, as well as areas 
closest to the Colma Creek in Lindenville, creating uncertainties for businesses regarding additional costs 
associated with locating in these areas. High housing costs pose an additional threat, although the proven 
ability of South San Francisco’s biotechnology companies to attract workers from throughout the region 
mitigates some of these impacts.  
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Retail Market Conditions 
Local retail outlets and restaurants constitute both a significant citywide employment sector as well as a 
major revenue stream in the form of sales tax. Additionally, retail and restaurant establishments are an 
important amenity that can attract local residents and businesses to South San Francisco. This section 
assesses sales performance based on taxable sales data, shifts in the City’s mix of retail stores and 
restaurants, and how South San Francisco’s retail and food services sectors perform relative to other 
neighboring jurisdictions and to San Mateo County.  

Retail Supply 
With the exception of South San Francisco’s three Costco stores, most of the City’s inventory is located in 
centers that primarily serve local households. As shown in Table 8, the City includes 2.7 million square feet 
of retail space. The map in Figure 25 shows the locations of the City’s three Costco stores (one of which 
serves businesses) and shopping centers. While the Costco stores attract shoppers from a large trade area 
via El Camino Real and Highway 101, South San Francisco’s other centers consist of strip and 
neighborhood or community centers serving local residents (see Table 9 for definitions). These centers are 
anchored by grocery stores such as Safeway, Trader Joe’s, Pacific Supermarket, La Hacienda, and Grocery 
Outlet. The vacant shopping center at the southeast corner of El Camino Real and South Spruce Street is 
planned for redevelopment as a modern, Safeway-anchored shopping center. 

The Shops at Tanforan and adjacent shopping centers in San Bruno fulfill demand for “comparison goods” 
shopping within South San Francisco. The Shops at Tanforan is a regional mall that attracts shoppers from 
a large trade area for infrequently purchased goods such as clothing, shoes, and jewelry. The mall’s 
presence limits opportunities for South San Francisco to grow a similar regional retail destination. 
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Table 8: Inventory, Vacancies, and Rents for Retail Buildings, 2020 

 

Existing Inventory Vacancies 

Average Monthly 
Rent (Gross) 

Total Rentable 
Building Area (Sq. 

Ft.) Square Feet % of Total 
South San Francisco 2,712,942  36,877  1.4% $2.59  
San Mateo County 31,465,359  877,599  2.9%  $3.19  

Source: Costar, 2020; Strategic Economics, 2020. 

  
Table 9: Relevant U.S. Shopping Center Classifications and Characteristics 

Type of Shopping 
Center  

Typical  
Sq. Ft. Range  Acres  Typical Anchors 

Trade Area 
Size/ 
Drive-time 

Strip or 
Convenience 
Center 

Less than 
30,000 

Less than 
3 

Un-anchored, or anchored by a 
small convenience store (7-11 etc.) 

<1 mile/ 
< 5 minutes 

Neighborhood 
Center  

30,000 to 
125,000 

3 to 5 
Convenience-oriented, typically 
anchored by a grocery and/or drug 
store 

1-3 miles/ 
5-10 minutes  

Community Center 
125,000 to 
400,000 

10 to 40 

General merchandise or 
convenience-oriented anchors, 
may include discount stores, 
grocery stores, drug stores, and/or 
large specialty stores (home 
improvement/ furnishings, 
sporting goods, etc.) 

3-6 miles/ 
10-15 minutes 

Source: ICSC Research and CoStar Group; Strategic Economics 2020. 
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Figure 25: Retail Centers by Type, 2019 

 
Source: CoStar, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2020.
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Sales Composition and Performance 
Approximately 60 percent of South San Francisco’s taxable sales are currently generated by General 
Merchandise stores and in Food Services and Drinking Places. Nearly 39 percent of South San Francisco 
taxable sales are generated by General Merchandise stores—with a large share of these sales likely 
generated by Costco stores—and 21 percent of taxable sales are in Food Services and Drinking Places, as 
shown in Figure 26. 

Matching trends occurring throughout the United States, much of the growth in taxable sales in South San 
Francisco was driven by Food Services and Drinking Places between 2009 and 2018. As shown in Figure 27, 
restaurants and bars drove 37 percent of sales tax growth in this period, excluding the impacts of General 
Merchandise stores (for which data is unavailable due to confidentiality restrictions). This matches trends 
occurring across the nation; while e-commerce is negatively impacting sales in traditional retail stores, 
restaurants, bars, and entertainment venues are succeeding by providing experiences that cannot be 
replicated online. 

South San Francisco generates high taxable sales per capita compared to neighboring cities. South San 
Francisco generated significantly more taxable sales per capita in 2018 than Daly City and slightly more 
than San Bruno (shown in Figure 28), demonstrating the City’s success inin attracting shoppers from 
beyond the local area. South San Francisco’s sales per capita are lower than San Mateo County, but this 
difference is likely due to the higher household incomes (and spending) found elsewhere in the County. 

General Merchandise Stores and Gas Stations are the only retail categories in which South San Francisco 
attracts substantial sales from households beyond the City. Figure 29 compares sales per capita by retail 
category in South San Francisco and San Mateo County. This comparison demonstrates whether South San 
Francisco attracts high sales in any given category compared to the Countywide average. As shown, the City 
is heavily dependent on General Merchandise Stores such as Costco to attract spending by outside 
shoppers. Taxable sales per capita in this category are 3.5 times those in the County overall.  

Figure 26: South San Francisco Retail and Food Services Taxable Sales by Business 
Category, 2018   

 
Source: California Department of Tax and Finance, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Figure 27: Change in Volume of Taxable Transactions by Store Category in South San 
Francisco, 2009 to 2018 (in 2018 dollars) 

 
[1] Value of taxable transactions in General Merchandise Stores not reported due to confidentiality restrictions. 
[2] Value of taxable transactions in Other Retail Group not reported due to incomplete data. 
Source: California Department of Tax and Fee Administration, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2019. 

Figure 28: Total Retail and Food Services Taxable Sales per Capita, 2018   

 
Source: California Department of Tax and Finance, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2019.
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Figure 29: 2018 Retail and Food Services Taxable Sales per Capita by Category, South San Francisco and San Mateo County 

 
Source: California Department of Tax and Finance, 2018; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Future Retail Outlook 
Opportunities to expand retail (including dining and drinking businesses) in South San Francisco will likely 
be linked to incremental growth in households and workers. Since future housing and commercial growth 
in South San Francisco and surrounding cities will occur over time as existing buildings are redeveloped, 
growth in demand for retail in the City will also occur gradually. 

Retail growth should be targeted to the areas in which residential and office/R&D growth is focused, 
especially in denser mixed-use locations near transit, such as in and near Downtown. Much of the new 
demand for retail space will be generated by restaurants, bars, and stores that serve growth in households 
and workers within the immediate vicinity. If future infill development takes the form of denser housing 
products and more mixed-use buildings in transit-accessible locations, these communities should include 
sufficient resident-serving retail spaces. Local brokers interviewed for this study noted that recently-built 
residential buildings along Airport Boulevard and the growth of biotechnology employment East of 101 is 
already driving renewed demand for dining and drinking uses in Downtown. 

South San Francisco should anticipate a continued transition toward restaurants, bars, and entertainment 
businesses rather than traditional retail uses. These trends are likely to continue due to the ongoing 
impacts of e-commerce on traditional retail stores. 

Locations along El Camino Real and Highway 101 remain the most promising for attracting stores with 
large trade areas that generate substantial sales tax revenue for the City—although overall growth 
prospects for such stores may be limited. High traffic volumes allow stores like Costco to succeed in these 
locations. To the extent South San Francisco can attract regional retail destinations, they should be located 
along El Camino Real and Highway 101. However, the impacts of e-commerce are limiting the expansion of 
big box stores that historically filled these locations. 

While opportunities exist to assist property owners in improving older grocery-anchored centers, existing 
grocery stores largely meet consumer demand in the area. The General Plan update creates opportunities 
to incentivize owners of smaller, older retail centers to upgrade or redevelop their properties. However, 
grocery-anchored shopping centers are currently distributed such that they serve specific household trade 
areas. The diversity of grocery stores—including Trader Joes, Costco, Safeway, and Asian- and Latinx-
oriented stores—reflects South San Francisco’s socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic diversity. 
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Hotel Market Conditions 
This section reviews the City’s hotel inventory and recent development activity, and presents findings from 
interviews with local hotel operators on the drivers of hotel stays, the factors which affect hotels’ success in 
South San Francisco, and the major opportunities and challenges for the hotel industry.  

South San Francisco’s existing hotel inventory includes a diverse mix of properties, but primarily consists of 
higher-end non-luxury properties. Table 10 shows South San Francisco’s hotels by class. Although the City 
includes economy hotels (such as Travelodge) and Midscale hotels (such as Ramada Limited), 52 percent of 
properties and nearly three-quarters of rooms are in Upper Midscale and Upscale hotels. Hotels in these 
classes are typically of sufficient quality to appeal to business travelers. Examples include Embassy Suites 
and AC Hotels by Marriott. South San Francisco does not have any “Luxury” class hotels. 

In response to multiple years of strong hotel performance across the region, South San Francisco and other 
neighboring cities have experienced significant hotel construction over the last three years. After15 years 
without any new hotel development, 470 rooms are currently under construction or have been completed 
since 2017 in South San Francisco, and another 449 rooms have been proposed, as shown in Table 11. All of 
the new and proposed projects are in the upscale and upper midscale ranges. If all proposed projects were 
to be built, the recently completed and proposed projects would represent a 32 percent increase in the 
City’s hotel room inventory. This new development occurred in response to many years of high occupancy 
rates and “revenue per available room” in South San Francisco and the surrounding airport market area. 
However, the future of proposed hotel projects throughout the region is now in doubt due to the dramatic 
decline in hotel stays as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 
Table 10: Existing South San Francisco Hotel Inventory by Scale, July 2019 

 

Number of 
Establishments 

Percent of 
Establishments 

Number of 
Rooms Percent of Rooms 

Economy 7 27% 557 17% 

Midscale 5 19% 293 9% 

Upper 
Midscale 7 27% 1,113 35% 

Upscale 7 27% 1,230 39% 

Total 26  3,193  

Sources: City of South San Francisco, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019. 
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Table 11: South San Francisco Hotel Inventory and Pipeline Projects by Year Built or 
Project Status 

Year Built or Project Status Number of Hotel Rooms 

2017 or later 342 
1999-2001 1044 
1980-1988 937 
Before 1980 830 
Unknown 40 

Total, Existing Inventory 3193 
Proposed 449 
Under Construction 128 

Total, Pipeline Projects 577 
Sources: South San Francisco, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019.  
 

Transient occupancy tax revenue growth in South San Francisco had leveled off after growing significantly 
through fiscal year 2014-2015; the COVID-19 pandemic will dramatically reduce this revenue for as long as 
travel activity is curtailed. The decline in transient occupancy tax revenue is shown in Figure 30. Across the 
region, hotel performance indicators had moderated in recent years due to the impacts of new supply on 
revenues and occupancy rates. The full impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on transient occupancy tax 
remains to be seen, but these revenues are likely to be significantly depressed in coming years. 

Figure 30: Transient Occupancy Tax Revenue in South San Francisco, FY 2012-13 
through FY 2017-18 (nominal dollars) 

 
Source: City of South San Francisco, 2019; Strategic Economics, 2019.  

South San Francisco hotels compete for guests based on proximity to San Francisco International Airport, 
proximity to employers in the biotechnology industry, and convenient access to conferences, events, and 
tourist destinations in San Francisco. These permanent competitive assets will continue to drive long-term 
demand for hotel stays in South San Francisco. These assets also generate a diverse visitor base, including 
value-seeking visitors to San Francisco. 
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A majority of visitors to Upper Midscale and Upscale South San Francisco hotels are business or corporate 
travelers who stay in the City due to the proximity to biotechnology companies, or are air travel passengers 
who are looking for hotels near SFO. Local hotel operators estimate that these two types of visitors account 
for about 65 percent of all visitors. Because the clientele at these hotels skews towards business travelers, 
these hotels typically achieve higher occupancy rates on weekdays. Hotel operators interviewed for this 
study provided mixed feedback regarding traffic generated by events at the South San Francisco 
Conference Center. In general, the South San Francisco conference center hosts some events which attract 
visitors from outside of the region and contribute to demand for hotel stays, but these impacts are limited 
compared to hotel stays related to area businesses, San Francisco conferences, and tourists. 

Future Hotel Outlook 
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, hotels currently in the development pipeline were likely to absorb much 
of current demand, resulting in slower hotel development activity. Hotel performance, and therefore 
development activity, is primarily linked to employment growth. Long-term employment growth in South 
San Francisco and the surrounding region will continue to generate hotel demand, especially for hotels 
that serve business travelers.  

The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to significantly slow hotel development activity and performance. The 
drop in travel demand due to the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a near-total decline in demand for 
hotel stays. Demand will eventually return as travel activity grows, but this slow and unpredictable process 
will likely curtail hotel development activity in South San Francisco for some time. 

Future opportunities for supporting South San Francisco hotels include adding more amenities and dining 
options in closer proximity to hotels, while challenges to continued success include managing traffic east 
of Highway 101. South San Francisco hotel operators interviewed for this study reported that their 
customers are seeking restaurants and cafes within walking distance from hotels. Additionally, customers 
place a high priority on proximity and convenience to the airport. Traffic congestion has increasingly 
become an issue that may jeopardize South San Francisco’s competitive advantage in conveniently 
accessing the airport, San Francisco, and other Peninsula locations. 
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