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Safety Element Policy Framework 
The City of South San Francisco has embarked on a comprehensive update to the SSF General Plan, titled “Shape 
SSF 2040,” to create a forward-looking document that will serve as the blueprint for the City’s vision through the year 
2040. The goals, policies, and actions in Shape SSF 2040 will serve as a compass for decision-makers and will shape 
future plans and actions of the City. This revised policy document will replace the 1999 General Plan and will inform 
updates to the City’s Zoning Ordinance and Climate Action Plan.  
 
This policy framework is an interim step in the General Plan process before drafting the elements (or chapters). It 
highlights key outcomes and performance metrics related to safety and includes a draft policy framework that 
highlights potential goals, policies, and implementation activities. It is not an exhaustive list; but rather, it 
synthesizes the critical issues and policy approaches. It begins by describing 1) key strengths and opportunities, 2) 
challenges and threats, and 3) what we heard from the community, Community Advisory Committee, Planning 
Commission, and City Council. 
 
At this stage of the process, we would like for you to provide feedback on the draft Safety Element Policy Framework.  

What is a Safety Element? 
The purpose of general plan safety elements is to protect the community from any unreasonable risks associated 
with the effects of a broad range of hazards: 

• Seismic hazards, including liquefaction, subsidence, and seismically induced surface rupture, ground 
shaking, ground failure, tsunami, seiche, and dam failure;  

• Slope instability, including mudslides and landslides; 
• Other geologic hazards; 
• Wildland and urban fires; 
• Flooding, including dam, levee, and floodwall failure; and 
• Climate change. 

 
Safety elements should also address evacuation routes, military installations, peak load water supply requirements, 
and minimum road widths and clearances around structures, as those items relate to identified fire and geologic 
hazards.1 Additional issues related to public safety are addressed in other general plan elements, including 
stormwater (Conservation), solid waste (Sustainability and Climate Change), and public health (Public Health and 
Environmental Justice). 
 
Additionally, climate adaptation must be addressed in the safety element of a city’s general plan and/or in the Local 
Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP). The Senate Bill 379 requires the plan to include a set of goals, policies, and 
objectives to address the potential impacts of climate change based on potential vulnerabilities within the 
community.  

 
1 California Government Code, ARTICLE 5. Authority for and Scope of General Plans. Retrieved December 5, 2020, from 
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=65302 
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Key Concepts 
When developing safety elements, it is useful to understand key terms used by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA):2 

• Hazard: something that is potentially dangerous or harmful 
• Vulnerability: qualitative or quantitative expression of the level to which an entity is susceptible to harm 

when it experiences a hazard 
• Risk: the potential for an adverse outcome assessed as a function of hazards/threats, assets and their 

vulnerabilities, and consequences 
• Hazard mitigation: any action taken to reduce or eliminate the long-term risk to human life and property 

from hazards 
• Disaster: a natural, technological, or human-caused event that results in deaths, injuries, property 

damage/loss, and/or destruction resulting in serious disruptions and that exceeds the ability of local 
authorities to cope without outside assistance 

• Resilience: ability to adapt to changing conditions and withstand and rapidly recover from disruption 

Where We are Now  
Previous steps in the planning process have identified the community challenges and opportunities related to safety 
element topics. Those are briefly summarized below. 

Current Challenges and Opportunities 
The City of South San Francisco is located in one of the most seismically active regions in the United States. The San 
Andreas Fault is located in the westernmost corner of the city (Westborough Planning Sub-Area), and the San 
Gregorio Fault is seven miles to the west. The Westborough area was developed after Interstate 280 was built in the 
1970s. Unless retrofitted, buildings constructed prior to the 1970s in most cases would not meet current design 
provisions in the Uniform Building Code for earthquake forces.  

Areas near the San Francisco Bay have high ground failure potential, including liquefaction and settlement during 
earthquake shaking. In particular, most of the lowland areas of the City of South San Francisco have the potential for 
liquefaction hazards, with very high liquefaction potential east of 101 and in Lindenville, high potential along Colma 
Creek, and moderate potential in the alluvial fan of Colma Creek and in a narrow strip of land south of Sister Cities 
Boulevard. 

Portions of the city are hilly and underlain with weak bedrock with slopes greater than 15 percent and have the 
greatest susceptibility to land sliding. In the Paradise Valley/Terrabay area, slopes required extensive stabilization, 
drainage improvements, and seismic mitigations when the subdivisions were built on top. The slopes still pose a 
hazard, with elevated wildfire risk and rockfall risk. 

There are no wildfire severity hazards zones within the city boundary, but San Bruno Mountain to the north of the 
city has moderate to high wildfire hazard severity potential. Beyond the topographic, climatic, and land use 
conditions that create fire hazard, vegetation management and infrastructure contribute to fire risk. Vegetation 
management programs can be used at the bases of Sign Hill and San Bruno Mountain to reduce wildfire risk. More 
specifically, vegetation on both public- and privately-owned land in the City of South San Francisco is generally 
overgrown. Nonnative vegetation in and near open spaces such as French broom, eucalyptus, Monterey pine, and 
Monterey cypress, currently pose the greatest threat of wildland fire. Defensible firebreaks around structures and 

 
2 Federal Emergency Management Agency (2020). Retrieved from: https://training.fema.gov/programs/emischool/el361toolkit/glossary.htm  

https://training.fema.gov/programs/emischool/el361toolkit/glossary.htm
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residential properties in particular are generally poor or nonexistent.  Moreover, water access is poor near Sign Hill 
and along Dundee Drive. 

Periodic flooding occurs in the City of South San Francisco. Colma Creek handles much of the urban runoff 
generated in the city; since the City of South San Francisco is highly urbanized, runoff levels are high and there is 
increased potential for flood conditions during periods of heavy rainfall. An inadequate culvert and channel system 
where Colma Creek runs under the Southern Pacific Railroad line (SPRR) is a concern. 

A portion of the city is within a 100-year flood zone as identified on the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) 
maps. These areas are located along Colma Creek, Navigable Slough, San Bruno Creek, and the San Francisco Bay.  

The need for a warehouse at the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) to store supplies to support the EOC in the 
event of a disaster. 

Climate Change Challenges and Opportunities 
Temperatures and extreme heat days will increase. Average maximum temperatures will continue to rise in South 
San Francisco with increases between 4.5°F and 9.2°F by the end of the century (2080-2100). Extreme heat days will 
increase considerably in the City with an average of 9 per year (mid-century projections) and 21 days per year (by the 
end of the century). Extreme heat is one of the most significant health impacts of climate change, causing more 
deaths annually than floods, storms, and lightning combined. 

The Bay Area will continue to see larger precipitation fluctuations over the next century with very wet and very dry 
years. Drought years may have direct and indirect impacts on natural vegetation, wildlife, agricultural yields, and 
water supply; whereas years with large storms may lead to an increase in winter runoff and potential flooding.  

Fog is anticipated to be less frequent than before. Less fog in the summer can lead to fire-ready tinder conditions 
and increased electrical demand with air conditioners turned on for longer periods. 

Sea levels are increasing around the San Francisco Bay. In the last 100 years, sea level in the Bay Area has risen over 
8 inches, and the best available science predicts sea level rise will continue to accelerate into the future.3  Sea level 
rise places a significant number of assets at risk, including industrial and life science buildings, portions of Highway 
101, the former Oyster point landfill, the Bay Trail, and the Water Quality Control Plant, among others. 

Decision-making under scientific uncertainty. Since the exact rate of sea level rise is unknown, the State of California 
recommends considering a range of scenarios for climate adaptation planning, including a “likely range” of sea level 
rise and an extreme “H++” scenario.4 The State’s strategy calls for constructing adaptation measures by 2050 that 
provide resilience for at least 3.5 feet of sea level rise.5 Given the uncertainty around sea level rise, best practice is to 
plan for and implement measures for a signification amount of sea level rise while monitoring and adjusting 
planning over time. 

The City has participated in multiple studies, several on-going, to understand the potential impact of sea level rise 
and coastal flooding and how to best adapt. The City, United States Army Corps of Engineers, and San Mateo 
County, in particular, have been studying the impacts and recommending engineering solutions to prevent flooding. 
This includes developing adaptation options for Colma Creek. 

 
3 Ackerly, D and et. al. (2018) California Fourth Climate Change Assessment: San Francisco Bay Area Region Report. State of California 
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research. Retrieved from: https://www.energy.ca.gov/sites/default/files/2019-07/Reg%20Report- 
%20SUM-CCCA4-2018-005%20SanFranciscoBayArea.pdf 
4 California Ocean Protection Council and California Natural Resources Agency. (2018). State of California Sea-Level Rise Guidance. Retrieved 
from http://www.opc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/agenda_items/20180314/Item3_Exhibit-A_OPC_SLR_Guidance-rd3.pdf 
5 California Ocean Protection Council (2020). 2020. Strategic Plan to Protect California’s Coast and Ocean 2020–2025. 
https://www.opc.ca.gov/webmaster/ftp/pdf/2020-2025-strategic-plan/OPC-2020-2025-Strategic-Plan-FINAL-20200228.pdf 
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The City has an opportunity to develop multi-benefit solutions. The Colma Creek Adaptation Study highlights 
opportunities to enhance and create new wetlands, riparian habitat, and open space along the Colma Creek and the 
San Francisco Bay while improving flood protection, increasing active transportation, and creating places to gather. 

Community Priorities 
Throughout the General Plan process, community members identified many shared values and beliefs, resulting in a 
set of cross-cutting community values that include diversity and inclusion, livability, sustainability, and innovation. 
The General Plan Guiding Principles best capture the community’s sentiment regarding safety:  
 
A resilient community is a commitment to a thriving future for all South City residents. The ability to survive, adapt, and 
grow regardless of future shocks and stresses requires an investment in policies and actions that protect our most 
vulnerable. Housing, transportation, employment areas, and community-serving facilities and infrastructure are all at 
risk from earthquakes, warmer temperatures, rising sea levels, and more extreme weather days. The City prioritizes 
resources for its most vulnerable communities and increases the capacity for the most disadvantaged residents and 
workers to withstand hazards and adapt to climate disruption. 
 
More specifically, what we heard included:  

• Transforming Colma Creek into a public amenity that manages flooding and sea level rise, restores ecology, 
increases public access, and improves public access to the San Francisco Bay and Bay Trail.  

• Creating a comprehensive sea level rise strategy that includes nature-based, grey infrastructure, regulatory, 
and financial measures.  

• Ensuring Lindenville and East of 101 are protected from sea level rise and flooding, integrating natural 
landscapes and non-structural measures and requiring building setbacks. 

• Creating an integrated street, urban forest, and green infrastructure network that provides opportunities for 
urban ecology, flood mitigation, and active transportation. 

• Good habitat along a transformed Colma Creek and an urban forest. 
 
 
 

  



5  Safety Element Policy Framework 

Where We Want to be in the Future 
Draft Safety Outcomes, Goals, and Policies 
The draft safety policy framework seeks to achieve the following outcomes, each of which is based on the feedback 
expressed by South San Francisco residents as part of the community outreach and engagement process. Each 
outcome includes key performance indicators for measuring progress.  

Outcomes 

 
• City operations will not be significantly disrupted by climate change and natural disasters. 
• Community assets will not be threatened by future flood events and sea level rise.  
• Residents, particularly the most vulnerable residents, are protected from climate and hazard impacts. 

Performance Metrics 
Performance Indicators: Percentage of plans that address climate change impacts, presence of disaster 
recovery plans 

Performance Indicators: Number of repetitive loss claims, number of sea level rise and flooding projects 
completed, economic value of building / property assets at risk to sea level rise 

Performance Indicators: Number of resilience hubs created, low-income and senior housing units receiving 
weatherization and energy efficiency upgrades, number of residents who are members of vulnerable populations in 
hazard areas, heat deaths, hospitalizations, and emergency room visits 
 

New Goals, Policies, and Actions 
This final section lists draft goals and policies/actions for potential inclusion in the Safety Element of the South San 
Francisco General Plan. As the LHMP will be adopted by reference, the following section includes only new policies 
and actions. Each policy is accompanied by a symbol that identifies the cross-cutting community value supported 
through the policy’s implementation. The community values and their symbols are: 

 

Equity + Inclusion  Sustainability 

 

Innovation   Livability 

 
The South San Francisco General Plan Safety Element will build on the current Local Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP) 
while accounting for new information and more recent community input. Pursuant to AB 2140, the LHMP will be 
incorporated by reference into the General Plan. 
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Goal: The City proactively advances community resilience and is prepared for all hazards, 
including climate disruption.  

• Create a pre-disaster recovery plan that establishes post-disaster policies and 
programs designating when, where, and how rebuilding will occur. 

• Develop policies to ensure that housing units damaged during a natural disaster 
are repaired or replaced in ways that advance the policies, objectives, and actions 
of the General Plan during rebuilding and recovery. 

• As part of the capital planning and budgeting process, require all projects located within high hazard areas 
and sea level rise inundation zones to adhere to risk assessment guidance and identify appropriate 
resilience strategies. 

• Develop and adopt special repair and upgrade standards for existing buildings, in the case of post-disaster 
reconstruction and/or conversion to mixed-use or more compact residential use. 

• Develop policies that require residential property managers and landlords to disclose hazard risk 
information to renters in a manner similar to that required when residential properties are sold. 

• Establish climate preparedness work group that includes participation from San Mateo County, San 
Francisco International Airport, Caltrans, Caltrain, SamTrans, and other local and regional partners. 

• Actively participate in the San Mateo County Hazard Mitigation Plan maintenance protocols and County-
wide initiatives. 

 

Goal: Critical facilities have the necessary capabilities and can continue operations after all 
future hazards.  

• Add a warehouse at the Emergency Operations Center (EOC) to store supplies to 
support the EOC in the event of a disaster and ensure the EOC has the necessary 
capabilities and can continue operations after all future hazards. 

• Develop a resiliency hub program to provide disaster planning assistance and supplies. 
 

Goal: The City minimizes the risk to life and property from seismic activity and geologic 
hazards in South San Francisco.  

• Build on the existing Local Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP), and pursuant to AB 2140, incorporate the LHMP 
by reference into the General Plan. 

• Regularly complete seismic assessments of critical City assets, including municipal buildings and 
infrastructure 

• Develop locally specific seismic hazard maps to improve mapping resolution and support more informed 
and nuanced decision-making about development and hazard mitigation, particularly in urban and 
urbanizing seismically hazardous areas as well as areas where other hazards like sea level rise compound 
the risk.  

• Expand efforts to incentivize retrofits of buildings and other mitigation measures in seismic and geologic 
hazards zones. 

• Maintain and regularly update a database of soft story / fragile housing. 
• Address seismic retrofit needs within South San Francisco’s affordable housing stock. 
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Goal:  A resilient community that protects existing and future development from sea level 
rise and flooding through a continuum of adaptation solutions, including constructing 
levees / seawalls, expanding green infrastructure, and elevating new development.  

• Protect existing and future development by raising levees or seawalls through on-
going collaboration with the US Army Corp of Engineers and the Continuing 
Authorities Program Study. 

• Implement the City’s sea level rise adaptation plan for the Oyster Point Marina and landfill.  
• Explore nature-based solutions appropriate for the South San Francisco shoreline to provide protection for 

the built environment and ecosystems. 
• Prioritize green infrastructure in the Colma Creek watershed to reduce flooding in developed areas through 

continually updated site-specific design guidelines and low impact development, and design standards for 
public infrastructure projects. 

• Amend the applicable local codes to require flood-proof construction techniques that exceed the NFIP’s 
minimum requirements in special flood hazard zones and in areas anticipated to experience flooding due 
to climate change, including changing precipitation patterns and sea level rise. Requirements should 
expand beyond the one percent annual chance (100-year) flood event, requiring new development to 
account for sea level rise in all applications, identifying areas of a parcel subject to flooding, raising the 
base floor elevation, and setting back structures from the shoreline. 

 

Goal: A transformed Colma Creek that mitigates flooding and sea level rise, restores native 
ecologies, and increases access to and along the creek. 

• Continue to work with San Mateo County Flood and Sea Level Rise Resiliency 
District on developing and implementing adaptation options for Colma Creek. 

• Initially focusing on Colma Creek, develop a program to work with public and 
private landowners to decrease the risk of flooding by implementing engineered and nature-based 
shoreline protection projects in coordination with watershed management projects that reduce and/or 
store runoff during rainfall events and improve the condition of the flood plain.  

• Restore creek ecologies and create transitional habitat zones to build resilience and ecosystem services. 
• Co-locate park and open space features along Colma Creek to create opportunities for green infrastructure 

and natural habitat.  
 

Goal: The City minimizes the risk to life and property from wildfire in South San Francisco. 

• Continue to implement Sign Hill wildfire mitigation measures (i.e. removal of dead 
trees due to drought and disease). 

• Maintain a comprehensive fire hazard management program to reduce fire hazards on other public lands. 
 

Goal: A City prepared for the combined impacts of extreme heat and poor air quality.  

• Support resilient buildings design by helping residents weatherize homes to keep 
them cooler, more energy efficient, and to improve indoor air quality. 

• Provide targeted outreach regarding weatherization assistance program. 
• Develop early warning systems for heat and air quality alerts, in multiple languages and through culturally 

relevant media. 
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• Work with Pacific Gas & Electric and Peninsula Clean Energy to prevent utility shutoff during extreme heat 
events. 

• Reduce the heat island effect by implementing the Urban Forest Master Plan, identifying areas of greatest 
risk of urban heat island effect and target resources in these areas, and prioritize areas with the greatest 
need for installation of cool pavement. 

 

Goal: A City with a comprehensive resilience financing strategy. 

• Create Community Facilities Districts (CFDs) to provide financing to property owners for 
resilience improvements. The district would use capital raised by issuing bonds to make 
resilience improvements, and interest is paid through a property tax assessment. 

• Establish Hazard Abatement Districts (HADs) as a mechanism for raising funds and defining responsibility 
for the prevention, mitigation, abatement or control of hazards.  

• Evaluate a buyout program that uses public funds to remove development from repeat-hazard areas. 
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