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REPORTER’S NOTEBOOK

WHAT 
HAPPENS IF 
CITIES DON’T 
ABIDE BY 
SB 35

Earlier this week, developer Blake Griggs Properties filed a proposal for 
a 260-unit apartment building in Berkeley. It would be the first project 
in California to take advantage of SB 35, which is meant to streamline 
project approvals in cities and counties that have not met their assigned 

housing targets. 
The project at 1900 Fourth St was initially pitched five 

years ago, but has been caught in bureaucratic and enti-
tlement entanglements over its location near an Ohlone 
Indian shell mound burial ground. An excavation and 
historical tests found little in the way of culturally rele-
vant materials, but opposition to the project has failed to 
let up. 

The developer has said that it plans to use 
the provisions of SB 35 to move forward. 
Approved by the state legislature and signed 
by the governor last year, SB 35 remains 

controversial. Proponents say its a necessary step toward 
addressing the Bay Area’s housing shortage. Oppo-

Bay Area cities and counties have a 
long history of flouting state-assigned 
housing targets and other mandates. 
Will they actually take heed of the 
latest attempt to change the dynamic? 

Kevin Truong

A lot divides San Francisco 
when it comes to housing: 
Affordable vs. market-rate. 
Progressives vs. moderates. 
NIMBYs vs. YIMBYs.

But the city’s most influ-
ential, and damaging, division may be a 
simple geographical one: east vs. west. 
Housing, particularly affordable hous-
ing, is developed almost exclusively in 
the east. A map of the city’s affordable 
pipeline plots 220 projects. Barely a 
dozen are west of Twin Peaks.

Given that, one might think that the 
city would prize a significant opportu-
nity to build affordable housing in the 
west rather than squander it.

One would think wrong.
Instead, kowtowing to a particular-

ly virulent outbreak of NIMBYism, the 
Mayor’s Office of Housing and Com-
munity Development this week pulled 
its funding from a two-year effort by 
nonprofit developer Christian Church 
Homes to develop 150 homes for 
low-income and formerly homeless 
seniors in Forest Hill. Without the city’s 
$21 million, the project collapsed.

The city claims it withdrew after a 
geotechnical survey revealed “extraor-
dinary costs” for shoring up the hillside 
site. How “extraordinary?” It’s $1.2 mil-
lion, or 1.6 percent of the project’s total 
budget. Spread across 150 units, it’s a 
rounding error. The city warned other 
costs might rise as well, also hardly an 
unusual occurrence for large projects.

To be fair, the city acknowledged 
the effect of sustained opposition from 
Forest Hill, backed by its supervisor, 
Norman Yee. Beyond the usual NIMBY 
tropes about “neighborhood charac-
ter,” some residents were explicit about 
not wanting people they imagined 
affordable housing might bring to their 
well-manicured neighborhood: Drug 
addicts. The mentally ill. Sex offenders. 
The project was compared to “a Russian 
gulag.” The leader of the opposition 
effort said it would be better placed 
“next to a Holiday Inn.”

These were the interests that the city 
effectively prioritized in killing this 
project. The interests of 150 seniors 
needing housing it did not.

There is no good reason why a city 
that sees itself as a progressive bea-
con implicitly assumes that housing 
for low-income people belongs only 
among other low-income people. 

Nor is there good reason why the 
west of the city continues to get a pass. 
Defending its decision, a housing official 
said the Forest Hill project faced “enti-
tlement conflict.” We couldn’t agree 
more: Some upscale neighborhoods’ 
sense of entitlement indeed is in conflict 
with our collective housing needs.  

S.F.’S WEST SIDE STORY: 
NOT SHARKS VS. JETS, BUT 
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