
Natural Resource Conservation 
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 conservation and includes a draft policy framework 
that highlights goals, policies, and implementation actions for you to review. This policy framework was 
developed using input the General Plan update team heard from community members, Community Advisory 
Committee, Planning Commission, and City Council. This framework synthesizes critical issues and policy 
approaches by describing key strengths and opportunities, challenges and threats, and what we heard from the 
community. 

The South San Francisco General Plan will have a Conservation Element that addresses natural resources, 
including water, ecosystem, and living resources and the benefits these resources can provide to community. 
The Conservation Element will include some themes that overlap with the Land Use, Parks and Public Facilities, 
and Sustainability elements. 

At this stage of the process, we would like for you to provide feedback on the draft Conservation Policy 
Framework. 

Where We are Now  
South San Francisco’s location and geography present several strengths and opportunities to be considered in 
the General Plan update, including wildlife and plant habitat preservation, sea level rise adaptation and flooding 
management, and stewardship of the San Bruno Mountains. 

Strengths and Opportunities 
South San Francisco has natural resources and wildlife and plant species habitats for community members to 
visit and steward. These natural resources include the San Bruno Mountains and the San Francisco Bay and its 
shoreline. The San Bruno mountains are a critical habitat for the bay checkerspot butterfly and the choris’ 
popcornflower. 

 



Source: Calflora – choris’ popcorn flower; Source: U.S. Bureau of Reclamation – Bay checkerspot butterfly 
 
There is an opportunity to implement multi-benefit nature-based projects along the San Francisco Bay shoreline 
and Colma Creek that improve resilience and restore ecosystems. This can include marsh and wetlands 
development, new beach area, and riparian habitat open space along the San Francisco Bay. 

South San Franciscans have a long history of stewarding the San Bruno Mountains. In 1973, Betty Higgins, a 
Paradise Valley mother helped create “The Committee to Save San Bruno Mountain.”1 Pride and stewardship in 
the community is still active in South San Francisco; children and young adults now do their part in stewardship 
through high school capstones, students clubs, educational fieldtrips, and youth wildlife camp. There is an 
opportunity to introduce the mountains to more elementary and middle schoolers. 

There are a number of existing biologically-sensitive areas proximate to Sign Hill Park, Colma Creek, the San 
Francisco Bay, and other city-owned open space. The biologically-sensitive areas include existing wetlands and 
the Pacific Flyway migration corridor. The Pacific Flyway is a migratory route by which birds travel; the estuaries 
found in the Bay Area provide major resting points for these birds. Sensitive species nesting within trees, 
buildings, and other human-made structures may require special care during development activities. 

The City adopted the Green Infrastructure Plan that establishes guidelines for integrating green infrastructure 
measures into the city in combination with conventional storm drain system (gray) improvements to manage 
runoff from storm events. This will create a more resilient and sustainable stormwater system that reduces runoff 
volumes and improves runoff water quality protecting ecology. 

Challenges and Threats  
South San Francisco’s history, location, and geography present several conservation challenges. 

Historic development located near the coastline and Colma Creek has reduced and deteriorated wetland 
habitat and the related ecosystem functions over time. Through a comprehensive approach to improve nature in 
the city, there is an extraordinary opportunity to support biodiversity and human experience.  

There are sensitive plant species in the riparian and estuary areas around San Francisco Bay, in open spaces and 
hills north and northwest of the city, and in various parks. These areas require special consideration when 
deciding on the type and magnitude of allowable development activities such as removing invasive plant species 
and protecting or planting native plant species. 

Colma Creek is impacted by trash from non-point sources of pollution including chemicals, oil, fertilizers, and 
sediment from stormwater run-off. It does not meet the applicable water quality standards listed in the Basin 
Plan and does not support the beneficial uses of non-contact recreation and wildlife habitat. 

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. Community members did not specifically address conservation, but made comments related to 
accessibility to nature, climate change, and sustainability that relate to conservation policies. Most of these 
comments were particular to Colma Creek and the San Bruno Mountains. The following list are key themes for 
guiding conservation policies in the General Plan. 

• The need for improved parks and open spaces – preserve views and trail system 

 

1 https://www.mountainwatch.org/david-schooleys-history 

https://www.calflora.org/cgi-bin/species_query.cgi?where-taxon=Plagiobothrys+chorisianus+var.+chorisianus
https://www.usbr.gov/newsroom/newsrelease/detail.cfm?RecordID=61851


• The San Bruno Mountains and the Bay Area trail are two resources that make South San Francisco 
unique and special. Residents would like these resources to remain and have improved access to them. 

• Some concern was expressed on the interactions between coyotes and other wildlife and developed 
communities near the San Bruno Mountains. This was mentioned as coyotes entering nearby 
residential areas and going through trash or attacking pets and bright lights impacting wildlife. 

• Transform 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. 
This ties into the larger theme of building long-term resilience to sea level rise and Colma Creek 
flooding that the City has been working and engaging with the community on for a number of years.  

• Clarify building heights and setbacks to provide for habitat restoration and maintain resilience for areas 
like Colma Creek and the Bay. 

Where we want to be in the future 
Draft Conservation Outcomes, Goals and Policies 
The draft conservation policy framework will achieve outcomes, goals, policies and actions that are based on 
feedback from South San Francisco residents, regional experts, Council members and City staff through the 
community outreach and engagement process since 2019. This policy framework is being shared with the 
community before being drafted into the Conservation Element for your review. Each outcome will include key 
performance indicators with targets for measuring progress. Each policy is accompanied by a symbol that 
identifies the cross-cutting community value supported through the policy’s implementation. The cross-cutting 
community values are listed below: 

Equity + Inclusion Sustainability 
 

Innovation Livability 

Outcomes 

• Existing ecological assets, including wetlands, urban forests, and open space corridors are protected 
and enhanced. San Francisco Bay and Colma Creek wetlands and marshes provide coastal protection 
and support regional ecology. 

• The ecological performance of existing parks and open spaces are improved.  
• South San Francisco has continuous, equitable distributed tree canopy cover to improve air quality, 

provide relief from rising temperatures, and increase connectivity between open spaces. 
• Impervious surfaces are reduced to decrease stormwater runoff, mitigate against urban heat islands, 

and support urban ecology.  

Performance Metrics 
Performance Metric: Green streets  

• Target: 33% of green streets implemented by 2030 

Performance Metric: Tree canopy 



• Target: A citywide tree canopy coverage of 22.6% by 2040 

Goals and Policies 
Goal: Support nature in the city to encourage healthy ecosystems, improve air and 
water quality, improve public health, and adapt to a changing climate. 

• Continue to develop a system of well-connected parks and open spaces to 
support biodiversity, enable the movement of wildlife, and increase resilience. 

• Evaluate and update existing guidelines for landscape design and planting to 
support native species and non-native species that provide valuable resources 
for native wildlife. 

• Strive for habitat diversity ranging from coastal wetlands and marshes to upland habitats. 
• Implement the City’s Urban Forest Master Plan. 
• Discourage the use of invasive, non-native plantings in landscape areas across the city.  

o Collaborate with regional agencies and local nurseries to educate residents and employers in 
removing non-native plant species and instead using native species.  

• Manage vegetation at parks and open spaces in South San Francisco to support biodiversity by 
reducing pesticide use, reducing light pollution, reducing non-native species, and planting native  
species that provide valuable resources for native wildlife and to increase resilience.  

Goal: Steward the San Francisco Bay and its habitat.  

• Protect and expand existing marsh and wetland habitat to improve water 
quality, adapt to climate change, and provide habitat for wildlife. 

• Establish standards and guidelines for new construction within 250 feet of San 
Francisco Bay that support the health of the Bay, including:  

o Require no net new impervious areas; 
o Maintain (or increase) building setbacks to support habitat areas and adaptation; 
o Require new construction to construct bioswales or similar features to treat runoff before it 

enters the creek; 
o Require low intensity lighting to reduce the amount of light reaching sensitive habitat;  
o Use a planting palette consisting of native species and species that provide valuable resources 

for native wildlife; and  
o Require an assessment to consider wildlife impacts before approval to continue to protect 

special status of species 
• Develop a bird safe design ordinance to minimize the adverse effects on native and migratory birds and 

require new development East of 101 to incorporate design measures. 

Goal: Improve Colma Creek water quality and re-establish habitat along the corridor.  

• Enhance Colma Creek as an ecological corridor, restoring creek ecologies and 
creating 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. 

• Establish standards and guidelines for new construction within 150 feet of the 
inner edge of the Colma Creek canal:  

o Require no net new impervious areas; 
o Maintain (or increase) building setbacks to support habitat areas; 
o Encourage new construction to construct bioswales or similar features to treat runoff before it 

enters the creek: 



o Use a planting palette consisting of native species and species that provide valuable resources 
for native wildlife. 

• Continue to implement stormwater capture projects like the Orange Memorial Park updates to improve 
water quality and increase trash capture in the Colma Creek watershed.  

• Develop public and private partnerships with agencies, developers, and non-profits to fund Colma 
Creek transformation. 

Goal: Increase stormwater infiltration and reduce the amount of pollutants entering 
into the stormwater system. 

• Implement the City’s Green Infrastructure Plan. 
• Continue to require new development and redevelopment projects to meet federal, state, regional, and 

local stormwater requirements, including site design, stormwater treatment, stormwater infiltration, peak 
flow reduction, and trash capture. 

• Encourage pervious surfaces in new developments.  
• Continue to offer educational programming on the harmful effects and proper disposal of hazardous 

materials and pesticides and recommend alternatives that can be used at home and in businesses. 
• Integrate green infrastructure strategies into city‐owned landscapes to improve water quality and reduce 

the need to irrigate landscapes. This includes drought resistant plants, native plants, and the use of recycled 
water to irrigate. 

• Collaborate with regional agencies and neighboring jurisdictions to manage stormwater, reducing 
impervious surfaces, and improve water quality in the Colma Creek watershed.  

• Identify opportunities for nearby parks and open spaces to support water management with storm water 
infrastructure 

Goal: Protect threatened and endangered wildlife and plant species in South San 
Francisco. 

• Continue to catalog and update information on threatened and endangered 
species in the review of project proposals. 

• Require assessments for new developments in areas that could impact threatened or endangered 
species.  

• Establish a Wildlife Watch program in the city to minimize human-wildlife conflicts particularly in sub-
areas adjacent to the San Bruno Mountains, Sign Hill, wetlands, and creeks. 

What topics do we want more feedback on?  
• Are we missing any goals, actions, or outcomes? 
• Do the outcomes reflect community values? 

 


	Natural Resource Conservation Policy Framework
	Where We are Now
	Strengths and Opportunities
	Challenges and Threats

	Community Priorities
	Where we want to be in the future
	Draft Conservation Outcomes, Goals and Policies

	Performance Metrics
	Goals and Policies
	What topics do we want more feedback on?


