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6 .  DISCUSSION 

The previous Findings Chapter presents the results from field and archival research 

into the impacts of automobility on the built environment. In this chapter I explore four 

key themes that have emerged from this research. First, I examine the spatial implication 

of the shift to automobility on the landscape. This section analyzes results from the 

building survey and implications for the built architectural environment, including the 

conversion of garages to other uses, the commodification of garages, and claims to public 

space. Second, I examine the increasing privatization of curb space as documented in the 

curb measurement survey. I also discuss potential new policies to reduce the disparity in 

access to public curb space and the visible manifestation of changing parking and 

housing policy on the landscape.  Third, I examine the role of obduracy in preserving the 

current conceptualization and use of streets and the role of historical street conversions 

and present organized efforts to challenge this vision of the function and use of public 

street space. Finally, I recommend new avenues for research and summarize the 

landscape changes that have resulted from a shift from private to public transport.  

BUILDING SURVEY DISCUSSION  

New Uses for Old Garages 

 As real estate becomes more valuable in San Francisco, residents are finding new 

and higher uses for existing garage spaces. During the field survey I observed numerous 

uses for garages aside from automobile storage. Garages are converted to living spaces 

(both legal and not), storefront spaces, storage, artist studios, repair shops, and wood-
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working shops. Of the 53 open garages that I observed in the middle income block group, 

55% were used for something other than automobile storage. 55  Slightly lower 

percentages were found in the lower and higher income block groups. Of the 97 open 

garages observed in the three block groups, 49% had a new, non-automobile storage 

function. 

 Examples of the conversion of garages into living space include the legal 

conversion of two garages to a downstairs dwelling unit on York Street56. Two of the four 

garage doors were sealed and the entire ground floor converted to a one-bedroom 

apartment. On Twenty-Sixth Street, an additional dwelling unit was created from a 

former garage. See Figure 6.1. 

   There are also numerous examples of likely un-permitted conversions of garages 

to dwelling units. Some conversions can be subtle or invisible to passers-by. During one 

field visit I passed an open garage of a multi-unit apartment building that had been 

converted into an open-air kitchen and fully furnished, decorated living room. A family 

of children and adults were hanging out on a sofa, a few inches from the sidewalk. On a 

return visit the garage door was down and there was no indication that the garage was 

used for anything other than automobile storage.  

 

                                                 
55 This includes three scenarios in which I did not physically see inside the garage. First, this figure 
includes the two 10+ unit contemporary buildings with parking garages; it also includes former residential 
garages that have clearly been converted to a new use; and it includes garages that neighboring residents 
said were used for automobile storage or other uses. 
56 I also observed numerous garage conversions which are potentially un-permitted. Due to privacy 
concerns, these conversions are not identified in maps or text.  
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Figure 6.1  Garages on York and on Twenty-Fifth Streets converted to dwelling units. Photos by 

Mary Brown 

 

 There are also numerous instances of garages converted to commercial uses. In 

1951, the original, integrated garage of a 1940s duplex located at the corner of Capp at 

Twenty-First Streets was converted to a photography portrait studio57. Its current 

commercial use is dry-cleaning. See Figure 6.2.  Half a block away at 3173 Twenty-First 

Street, a detached garage, built around 1928, was converted in 1957 into an office space. 

The garage’s latest incarnation is a beauty salon, see Figure 6.3. A garage on Twenty-

First Street was converted to a retail clothing outlet specializing in sports jerseys and 

equipment, and soccer trophy supplies. See Figure 6.4. 

 In addition to the garage conversions within the three block groups under 

intensive study, I noticed many informal garage conversions along the narrow alleys in 

                                                 
57 According to a 1951 Building Alteration Permit from the Department of Building Inspection. 
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the southwestern portion of the study area. Many of the detached garages were open and I 

could see that numerous spaces were converted to furniture repair shops, or storage of 

supplies for painting and construction businesses.58 Unlike two of the above garage 

conversions, which obscured the original building use, the garages/businesses along the 

alleys were hidden when the garage doors were closed. 

 

Figure 6.2 The garage of this corner 

duplex was converted into a photography 

studio in 1951.  It is currently a dry 

cleaner. Note that the curb cut still 

remains, more than 50 years after its 

original function ceased. Photo by Mary 

Brown 

 

 

 

6.3 The beauty salon to the left was 

originally a detached garage for the two-

unit dwelling to the right.  After the 

detached garage was converted to 

commercial use in 1957, a new garage was 

inserted in the building base. Photo by 

Mary Brown 

 

                                                 
58 These open garages along the alley were not included in the percentage of garages used for automobile 
storage. Only buildings within the three census block groups were included in that figure. 
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Figure 6.4  Unlike the two businesses shown 

above, the original function of this 

neighborhood sporting goods supply store 

is readily apparent.  When the store is 

open, the garage door is raised; after 

business hours, the store looks like a 

functioning garage.   

 

 

The adaptive re-use of garages provides much-needed spaces for incubator 

businesses such as the building trades. In her seminal book Life and Death of Great 

American Cities, Jane Jacobs argued that healthy cities need a mix of old and new 

buildings, including ordinary, low-value old buildings. She argued this type of old 

building was vital for incubating new types of businesses that could not afford the rents 

and higher costs of constructing new buildings.  Jacobs cited the conversion of stables to 

houses as one of the “ingenious adaptations of old quarters to new uses” (Jacobs 1961, 

p194). Likewise, this adaptive re-use of garages to small businesses is an important 

strategy in the re-use of older building stock and maintaining a range of affordable rents 

for less profitable or less well-subsidized business.   

These examples illustrate new uses for garages that benefit the larger community; 

however, legally converting a garage into a business or dwelling unit today is a near-

impossible task. The planning code requires one off-street parking space per dwelling 
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unit; in order to circumvent this requirement, a variance is needed. Such a variance would 

only be granted in extreme circumstances, according to the San Francisco Planning 

Department planner I spoke with at the public information desk, who added that such 

variances are generally denied.  

Portions of existing garages, however, can be legally converted to other uses. 

Planning code requires an 8 by 20 foot off-street parking space per dwelling unit, 

however, if a garage is larger than 8 by 20 foot, the additional remaining space can be 

converted to living spaces or other uses.59  Such a conversion is difficult and requires 

multiple permits and review by multiple city agencies; the permitting process is much 

more complex than over-the-counter permits to remodel a kitchen or bathroom. For 

example detailed plan drawings are required, which are usually prepared by a private 

architect or engineer; the conversion from an unheated garage to heated living space 

requires compliance with energy conservation standards; building and electrical permits 

are required; and the conversion must be reviewed and approved by City Planning. 

Permit fees are costly: fees for a partial garage to living space conversion in a one- to 

two-unit residential building were estimated at $1,12460.   

 Of the garages that I observed not used for automobile storage, most were used 

for extra storage and workshop space. Some garages that could have accommodated two 

                                                 
59 For buildings with more than one dwelling unit, each off-street parking space must be independently 
accessible from the street. For example, in a two-unit residence, the automobiles can not be parked in 
tandem in an 8 foot by 40 foot space. Instead, a 16 foot by 20 foot space is required.  
60 Permit fees are based in part on construction costs. This fee estimate is based on $20,000 construction 
costs. 
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or three automobiles were crammed so full of storage that parking was available for only 

one automobile. Of the 15 garages61 used for automobile storage, nine had space for one 

car, five for two cars, and one for three or more cars. If there was space for more than one 

vehicle, it was commonly for vehicles parked in tandem, rather than side by side.  

Claims to Public Space 

 Field observations of converted garages also revealed residents or owners 

continued claim to on-street curb space. Despite the lack of need for a driveway curb cut, 

there were numerous examples of continued claim to that public space. Privately installed 

signage threatened towing of cars parked in the driveway curb cut, despite the subtle or 

obvious non-utility of the garage for automobile storage.  

 One business located in a former industrial space went so far as to post large 

photographs of an automobile entering through a garage door along with no parking signs 

– despite the fact that the garage space is now a wig salon. See Figure 6.5. Another 

business expanded into the garage of its industrial location and posted signs stating curb 

cut parking was for its customers only. See Figure 6.6. Oil stains on the sidewalk indicate 

that its customers park all the way on the sidewalk. Despite converting its garage into a 

meditation Zendo, the San Francisco Buddhist Center posted a sign asking drivers not to 

park in the curb cut. At a residential location, I observed a container garden growing 

(behind a high fence) in a former driveway. However, large signs posted on the fence 

                                                 
61I observed automobiles emerging from four additional garages, however, the garage doors were quickly 
closed, so I was unable to determine the garage capacity. 
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threatened towing if one were to park in the curb cut, even though the driveway space 

was clearly no longer used for automobiles. See Figure 6.7.  These examples indicate the 

strong sense of entitlement that some have towards the private parking space created 

from their functionless curb cut.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.5 A business 

converted this garage 

into a wig salon, yet it 

still feels a strong sense of 

entitlement to the curb 

cut fronting the building.  

Photos posted on the 

doors show an 

automobile entering the 

space, although such 

entry was staged and 

never occurs. Photo by 

Mary Brown 

  

 

  

 

Figure 6.6 This 

business has posted 

signs stating that 

parking in front is for 

its customers only, in 

effect, an attempt to 

privatize the 

functionless curb cut 

in front. Photos by 

Mary Brown 
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Figure 6.7  Sign in front 

of an obsolete curb cut 

warns of towing -- 

despite the conversion 

of the space from 

parking to landscaping. 

Photo by Mary Brown 

 

During the field survey, I observed that automobiles were frequently parked in the 

curb cut of residential buildings in all three block groups. See Maps 6.1 – 6.3. It was 

impossible to determine who was parking in the curb cut and why. It is possible that the 

garage was not used for automobile storage, or the garage was used for storage of one of 

the household’s vehicles, while the second vehicle parked in the curb cut.  It is also 

possible that a non-resident was parked in the curb cut, blocking garage access for the 

resident. It is possible that neighbors know the garage is not used for automobile storage 

and despite no parking signs, still park in the curb cut. Further research is needed to 

determine the likely frequency of these scenarios. Based on repeated visits to the field 

and discussions with neighbors, my sense is that a high percentage of these represent 

residents parked in a curb cut to a garage that no longer was used as storage of an 
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automobile. Many garages appeared unused – the driveways were full of weeds or trash, 

or doors sporting complicated locking systems appear highly inconvenient for regular 

access, or the driveways were very steep and narrow62. Although utilizing on-street 

parking in one’s “own” curb cut seems an innocuous practice, it also represents the 

privatization of public street space, a practice that surprisingly has elicited little visible 

opposition from neighbors who have permanently lost a parking space from circulation. 

 

 

Figure 6.8 Large planters block 

access to this garage on Twenty-

Second Street.  The obvious 

physical barriers as well as the lack 

of No Parking signs indicate the 

residents voluntarily relinquished 

claim to the curb cut out front. 

Photo by Mary Brown 

   

Driveway + Curb cut Parking  

 During the field survey, I noted curb cut parking, as well as parking in the 

driveway of buildings with a front set-back. It is easy to see why this is common practice: 

slopes of some driveways are steep (up to 20 degrees) or the garage doors require extra 

                                                 
62 Garages that only appeared unused were not included in the percentage of garages used for automobile 
storage. Only buildings (within the three block groups) that I saw inside, or had obvious physical barriers 
were included in that calculation. 
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effort to open and close. Parking in a driveway, even if the automobile is not blocking 

any part of the sidewalk, is technically illegal. Planning code requires a screen between a 

parked automobile and the street; however, this is rarely, if ever enforced.  

Parking in the driveway is most common in older buildings, as the driveway set-

back provides extra space for the automobile. See Maps 6.1 – 6.3. However, in most 

cases, the driveway is not deep enough to accommodate the entire automobile and some 

portion of the automobile encroaches upon the sidewalk. See Figure 6.9. On blocks with 

clusters of Victorians, this can lead to a landscape of automobiles, as automobiles claim 

most available surfaces adjacent to the band of sidewalk.  

Very similar numbers of automobiles were parked in the curb cut as in the 

driveways in all three block groups. However, given the multitude of No Parking signs 

posted on garages that neighbors likely know do not contain automobiles, it is possible 

that some local parking occurs in posted no-parking curb cuts. A few residents converted 

their garage to other uses, but noticeably did not post no-parking signs to claim the curb 

cut street space. See Figure 6.8.  Also, during one night-time field visit to the higher 

income block group, I noticed that two separate buildings had placed portable saw-horse 

barriers in front of their garage to dissuade curb cut parking. It is possible that the 

common posting of No Parking signage on garages that neighbors suspect do not actually 

house automobiles, leads to widespread disregard of No Parking signs, particularly at 

night. This is an area that warrants further research.  

 



  

1
4
7
 

 
  

Map 6.1  Driveway and curb cut parking in the lower income block group. Parking in the driveway is found primarily with pre-  

1900 buildings and is concentrated on one block of Capp Street. Curb cut parking is common in buildings constructed between 

1900 and 1913. 
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Map 6.2  Driveway and curb cut parking is rampant in the middle income block group. Parking in the driveway is most 

common in pre-1900 buildings. The northern blocks of Alabama, Florida, and York Streets have clusters of driveway parking. 

Curb cut parking is common in buildings constructed between 1900 and 1939. Clusters of curb cut parking are found on Bryant 

Street and Twenty-Second Street. Driveway or curb cut parking is uncommon in buildings constructed after 1939. 
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Map 6.3  Driveway and curb cut parking in the higher income block group.  Curb cut parking occurs far more frequently than                  

driveway parking and occurs frequently with buildings constructed after 1940.  Driveway parking is concentrated on Harrison 

Street and in pre-1900 buildings. The garage style (inserted under angled stairs) of the cluster of pre-1900 buildings on Florida 

Street precludes driveway parking.   
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Figure 6.9 Examples of driveway parking, a practice that nearly always encroaches upon pedestrian 

space. Occasionally, automobiles are parked in paved spaces adjacent to the driveway, as illustrated 

in the bottom photos. Photos by Mary Brown 

 

Garages as Commodity 

 Tenants or owners seeking to generate revenue from under-utilized garages (and 

even open-air off-street spaces) are increasingly renting out private parking spaces63. 

These commodified parking spaces are not cheap. According to September 2007 listings 

on Craig’s List, off-street spaces were renting for $130 to $700 dollars in the Mission 

District (Craigslist 2007). The less expensive spots were in open-air parking lots. 

Enclosed garage spots ranged from $200 to $350. Private, two-car garage spaces (even 

for tandem back-to-back parking) ranged from $450 to $700.  These rents for garages are 

equal to what many long-term residents, living in rent-controlled units, pay for housing.  

                                                 
63 This is, however, not a new phenomenon. According to a 1919 article from The Architect and Engineer, 
construction of private garage “courts” enabled private land owners to convert “wasted space” at the back 
of a lot into “income producing property” (Architect and Engineer 1919, p99).  



 

 

151 

 Despite the continuing conversion of garage space to living space or other new 

uses, property owners are investing vast sums to retrofit older buildings to accommodate 

a garage. Garages add an estimated 10% to the value of a residential unit (Jia and Wachs 

1998). Today, estimated costs for adding a garage in San Francisco range from $20,000 

to $1,000,000 (Weigert 2007)64. Retrofitting historic structures to include a garage is a 

reflection of the tension between the use and exchange values described by Logan and 

Molotch (1987). Property owners who can afford such a conversion benefit from the 

convenience of private parking as well as increased real estate value; however, neighbors 

are negatively impacted through decreased public curbside opportunities, decreased 

visual appeal of the street, and more potential conflict as automobiles cross the sidewalk 

to access the garage.  

Recent planning department policy makes it increasingly difficult to secure 

approval for a garage addition65. Owner of the San Francisco Garage Company, John 

Pollard estimated a 91% decrease in approval of garage addition applications since the 

new policy was introduced in late 2006 (Weigert 2007). During the writing of this thesis, 

proponents of Proposition H – which would significantly reduce any restrictions to 

adding parking garages – worked to over-write existing parking policy protecting historic 

structures. As this thesis goes to press official results show the Prop H measure was 

                                                 
64 It is difficult to precisely separate garage addition costs with related construction that occurs at the same 
time. For example, the garage addition at 909 Florida in 1997 included “replace the brick foundation with 
concrete; install plywood and shear walls; lower the floor elevation by 1 foot; replace windows at lower 
floor with garage door, add electricity, construct driveway and curb cut.” Total estimated cost for the 
renovation according to the building permit was $41,500 (adjusted for inflation).  
65 This policy is discussed in the Policy Manifested in the Landscape section below. 
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defeated by a landslide; much to the surprise and relief of Prop H opponents 67% of 

voters rejected the argument for new parking. 

CURB MEASUREMENTS DISCUSSION 

As documented in the Curb Measurements Findings section, the insertion of 

private garages resulted in an average 41% reduction in public curbside parking spaces. 

These findings counter the perception there is not enough parking — in reality there is 

too much off-street parking. There is a significant disparity in who benefits most from 

this off-street parking. Single-family dwellings with garages are the highest beneficiaries 

and the least efficient users of curbside space. Garages in such units often have capacity 

for only one vehicle, yet require the permanent removal of one off-street parking space 

from circulation. Apartment buildings with multiple garage entrances are also inefficient 

users of public curb space compared to recently constructed apartments which are limited 

to a single garage entrance.  

As noted in the New Uses for Old Garages section above, only 45% of the 

garages in block group 228.032 were used for automobile storage66. Of garages that did 

function as storage for automobiles, just 40% had capacity for more than one vehicle. If 

this sample was applied to the entire block group’s 293 garages, just 132 garages would 

be used for automobile storage resulting in 161 function-less curb cuts.  Of those 132 

garages in use, 79 could house just one automobile, and 53 could house two or more 

                                                 
66 This applies to the 53 garages that I either saw inside or had obvious physical barriers that prevented 
automobile access.  
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automobiles, resulting in a minimum of 185 off-street parking spaces for the total 293 

curb cuts.67   

Other options for increasing public on-street parking opportunities include 

reducing vehicle availability. According to the 2000 Census, owner-occupied households 

of the middle income block group had an average 1.6 vehicles available, compared to 0.8 

vehicles available to renter-occupied households. If the 261 owner households reduced 

their vehicle ownership to the level of renter-occupied households, demand for parking 

would decrease by 209 vehicles.  

It should be noted that the current lack of curb parking is a limiting factor in 

automobile ownership. More plentiful parking would likely result in increased 

automobile ownership; therefore, new uses for these curbside parking spaces should also 

be explored. Two blocks (Harrison and Bryant), for example, contain some combination 

of parallel, angled, and perpendicular parking. Harrison is Route 33 of the Citywide 

Bicycle Network; however, bicycle lanes on Harrison Street are dropped for the four 

blocks in between Twenty-Second and Twenty-Sixth Streets in order to accommodate 

sections of angled parking.  Converting the block between Twenty-Second and Twenty-

Third to parallel parking would result in the loss of seven on-street parking spaces, but 

would provide the street space to continue the bicycle lane. 

The short segments of perpendicular parking on Bryant Street result in an uneven 

street landscape and facilitate illegal parking, as drivers perpendicular park well beyond 

                                                 
67In this case, the two new contemporary loft developments add 20+ parking spots using only two garage 
doors, the most efficient use of public curb space.  
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the somewhat unclear border between parallel and perpendicular street parking. 

Perpendicular parking also leads to a further encroachment of pedestrian space as the 

vehicle bumpers overhang 1-2 feet over the sidewalk. See Figure 6.10. The streetscape 

and pedestrian experience would improve significantly if parking was switched to 

parallel.  

 

Figure 6.10 Bumpers of perpendicularly parked 

automobiles overhanging on the sidewalk. Photo 

by Mary Brown 

 

The block group I measured, 228.032, is an ideal candidate for converting 

curbside parking spaces to bicycle parking spaces. According to the 2000 census, 10% of 

workers in this block group commute to work by bicycle, a figure much higher than the 

citywide average of 1.9%. In 2002, three automobile parking spaces in front of the Main 

Library on Grove Street were converted to 50 bicycle parking spaces (Tanner 2002). 

Similar conversions in block group 228.032 could provide 5-20 on-street bicycle parking 
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spaces on most blocks68. In some cases this would not involve the conversion of 

automobile parking spaces, as the slivers of curb space too small to accommodate an 

automobile (<13.5 feet) could be used to park 4-8 bicycles. 

Potentially, other smaller vehicles such as motorcycles and new micro cars such 

as the European “smart” car could park in the slivers of curb between driveways and in 

the spaces between inefficiently parked vehicles. The “smart” car model Fortwo, 

scheduled to enter American markets in early 2008, is very small, just 8 feet long by 5 

feet wide, and can be parked perpendicular to the curb. Few motorcycles, however, were 

seen parked on the street and a few were parked on sidewalks or in driveways. The 

smaller slivers of curb space appear to be an ideal space for motorcycle parking, as there 

is little risk of the motorcycle getting knocked over by an automobile. However, I didn’t 

see a single motorcycle parked in these smaller slivers, perhaps indicating a lack of 

demand for on-street motorcycle parking – just 17 workers (1%) in this block group 

commute to work by motorcycle. Just two MINI Cooper’s, one of the smallest 

automobiles currently in use, were seen within the three block groups. At 12.5 feet in 

length, the MINI Cooper is able to park in the <13.5 feet curb sliver; however, the two 

that I observed were parked along longer sections of curb. 

Finally, it should be noted that my calculations are based on legal parking only. 

However, during my time in the field, I noticed rampant illegal parking as drivers 

                                                 
68 Bicycle racks are generally placed at destination or commercial corridors. However, a need does exist for 
residential bicycle parking, a place where residents can park their bicycles without having to bring them 
inside their home. 
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attempted to squeeze automobiles in every available space. There was a significant 

amount of parking on the sidewalk, parking in red zones, parking in front of fire hydrants, 

and parking parallel to the curb but a foot or two onto the sidewalk, a phenomenon that 

occurred occasionally even on low traffic volume streets. Illegal parking was often 

concentrated on streets with angled or perpendicular parking as drivers attempted to 

squeeze an additional space out of marked red zones.  

Privatization of Street Space 

The measurements of driveway curb cuts reveal the extent of the largely hidden 

privatization of public street space. These measurements counter the prevailing discourse 

(as reflected in the proposition H ballot initiative to expand parking opportunities) that 

providing off-street parking reduces competition for on-street parking. On the contrary, 

this study documents the tremendous loss of public parking due to private curb cuts. 

Surprisingly, there has been little public backlash regarding this privatization of street 

space and disparity in the benefits of such cuts. Nor is there outrage at the practice of 

residents claiming the curb space in front of their house, even if the curb cut has lost its 

function. 

 Böhm et al. (2006) argue that power relations facilitating automobility are 

invisible to drivers.  I would further argue that the power relations regulating who has 

access to on- and off-street parking spaces is largely invisible to neighborhood residents,  

rendering this disparity in access mostly invisible. It is unlikely that neighbors realize the 

disproportionate amount of public street space claimed by owner-occupied households. It 
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is also possible that entrenched American attitudes toward private property rights might 

produce ambivalence toward these claims to curb space.  Reclamation of such curb cuts 

could help balance the disparity in access to on-street parking spaces. 

POLICY MANIFESTED IN THE LANDSCAPE 

Policies and regulations that helped facilitate the shift to automobility are readily 

apparent in the landscape.  The 1950s and 1960s apartment buildings with mandatory 

multi-car garages are a result of 1955 Planning Department policy requiring one- to one- 

parking (one off-street parking space per dwelling unit). The backyard spaces of such 

apartments were often paved in order to create a backyard parking court. Such policies 

are part of the “machinic complex” described by Sheller and Urry (2006) that facilitate 

automobility. Current Planning Department policies still mandate minimum (1:1) parking 

requirements, even in transit-intensive neighborhoods such as the Mission District, 

perpetuating the use of automobiles. Parking minimums also mandate off-street spaces 

even on busy commercial corridors with heavy pedestrian traffic. One example of this is 

the new three-unit housing development on the 1000 block of Valencia Street. See Figure 

6.11. Residential units on Valencia are almost entirely mixed use with ground floor retail, 

yet, this new development has a garage fronting the street, not retail. The result is 

unnecessary mixing of automobiles in pedestrian space and the loss of potential storefront 

space. 
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Figure 6.11 A mandatory 

garage in front of this new 

housing development on 

Valencia Street results in 

an incongruous ground 

floor façade and a 

discontinuity of storefront 

spaces. Photo by Mary 

Brown 

    

Nonetheless, more recent policies effectively limit the negative impacts of mid-

century residential parking policy. Smaller garage doors and fewer garage entrances, for 

example, limit the aesthetic impact of garages in new developments. Recent Planning 

Department policy extends an extra layer of review for the insertion of garages to 

“historic structures.” The Planning Department defines “historic properties” as those built 

before 1913 that “appear to be of architectural or historic merit” (San Francisco Planning 

Department 2006). Additions that would impact character-defining features, including 

front setback, bay windows, and front entries, are subject to additional discretionary 

review. Although the Planning Department does not prohibit garage additions outright, it 

appears the 2006 legislation provides additional review that could protect the 175 garage-

less buildings found within the three census block groups. These policies have already 

had some effect.  
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The Mission District suffers from an acute lack of affordable housing (Nieves 1999; 

Mission Anti-Displacement Coalition c2000). Earlier individual choices to add a 

residential parking garage and later institutional regulations mandating residential 

garages have prioritized shelter for automobiles over shelter for lower-income residents. 

It is an acknowledged problem with the planning and decision-making community: 

“Parking requirements are a huge obstacle to new affordable housing and 
transit-oriented development in San Francisco. Nonprofit developers 
estimate that they add 20 percent to the cost of each unit, and reduce the 
number of units that can be built on a site by 20 percent… We’re letting 
parking drive not only our transportation policies, but jeopardize our 
housing policies, too.”  

Ahmit Ghosh, SF’s Chief of Comprehensive Planning 
  (cited in Shoup 2005 p167) 

 
  However, the creation of new affordable units is perhaps better achieved through 

the conversion of garages to affordable housing units, rather than just the relaxation of 

minimum parking requirements. New policy is needed to help facilitate the legal shift 

from garages to other uses such as habitable in-law units or small businesses. Eliminating 

the costs and permit-related bureaucracy of converting garage space to much needed in-

fill dwelling units has the potential to provide hundreds of units of lower cost housing 

units.  

 New policy is also needed to bring on-street parking spaces (removed for private 

curb cuts) back into public circulation. Specifically, curb cuts to garages that no longer 

function as automobile storage should be reclaimed. Several options exist. Garage owners 

could be required to demonstrate use of the garage and curb cuts could be painted brown 



 

 

160 

(indicating public use) if garages are not used for automobiles. Fees for the use of curb 

cut space could be exacted on a yearly basis; those who don’t wish to pay the fees would 

have the curb cut in front of their residence/ property painted brown69. However, care 

must be taken to fairly price such curb cuts in order not to impose a regressive tax on 

lower-income garage users. Exemptions or discounts could be based on household 

income. Another option in residential parking permit zones is to deny, limit, or 

significantly increase the price of such permits to residents of units with garages. 

 Such policies could reclaim hundreds of curb spaces from private to public 

circulation, just within the study area. Creative new uses for curb space should be 

explored, such as the afore-mentioned bicycle parking, as well as mini-parks, areas for 

vending or other public uses. In some spaces street trees could be planted. Sidewalks that 

were narrowed in the 1940s to accommodate automobility could be widened to 

accommodate pedestrians and other, new uses of the street.  

CHALLENGES TO OBDURACY 

 As this research demonstrates, the reconfiguration of street space to accommodate 

automobiles began about 80 years ago. Although this is a relatively short amount of time, 

the automobile is commonly viewed as the only legitimate user and occupier of street 

space. The obduracy, or resistance to change, of the function of street space appears 

firmly entrenched, bolstered by institutional practices and individual choice. Yet, even 

                                                 
69 Currently, there is a one-time $1,124 fee to create a driveway curb cut. 
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during the peak of the shift to automobility, there was awareness that the growth of 

automobiles was not limitless: 

 “Physics, as well as economics, however serves to determine the number 
of automobiles which can use the city streets. At the point when the motor 
vehicle, by the mere weight of its own numbers, ceases to be a convenient 
method of transportation, there is found an inclination on the part of 
owners to cease use of their cars in city traffic.”  

(McClintock 1925, p4). 

 
Nonetheless, the system of automobility has become so entrenched that few 

attempt to conceptualize the use of streets for anything but automobiles, or to 

conceptualize mobility via any other means than automobiles. Many mock attempts to 

shift the streets or transport away from the automobile. Pollard, owner of the San 

Francisco Garage Company complains that in limiting garage conversions the San 

Francisco Planning Department is trying to force everyone onto bicycles (Weigert 2007). 

A homeowner I met during the field survey complained about attempts to limit parking 

and argued that the populace was always going to drive cars and never going to shift to 

bicycles or “bunny rabbits” for transportation. It should be noted that this homeowner had 

an obsolete curb cut that he claimed as his own. Moreover, Planning Department policies 

have, for over 50 years, required automobile storage space for all new dwelling units. 

This inflexible all-encompassing policy is a key component facilitating and perpetuating 

automobility.  

 However, there are significant challenges to the obduracy of current street 

function. A shift away from automobility is not far-fetched, nor would it require a 

tremendous investment of the types that Hommels (2005) describes. Any number of 
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potential scenarios could precipitate a shift away from automobility. Global warming 

policies could significantly restrict frequent automobile use, oil instability could greatly 

increase gasoline prices, or a change in leadership at the Federal level could result in new 

investment in public transit, such as investment in operation costs as well as capital costs. 

Local initiatives, such as the proposed congestion charge under study in San Francisco, 

could reduce automobile trips, while injecting significant new funding to transit systems. 

At the macro-level, new infrastructure to accommodate bicycles, connecting the Mission 

District to other areas of the city could greatly increase this mode share, at little cost. 

There is a significant organized movement to realize this shift locally.  

 This shift in the re-conceptualization of street space includes visions for this vast 

public space that have very little to do with mobility, let alone automobility. Streets could 

be converted to parks or playgrounds, or sites of new affordable housing. The extreme 

interconnectedness of the grid is unnecessary; all streets do not need clear throughput for 

automobiles. Portions of selected streets could be converted to new uses including parks, 

farms or gardens. Streets, even busy commercial corridors such as Mission Street, could 

be closed for certain hours on certain days in order to accommodate farmer’s markets, or 

other local opportunities for exchange. 

A San Francisco arts collective, Rebar, is challenging the exclusive use of public 

parking spaces by automobiles. In 2006 and 2077 it organized PARK(ing) Day to 

highlight the potential new uses for overlooked public space. Artists, activists, and 

residents were invited to temporarily transform parking spaces into new uses, resulting in 



 

 

163 

mini-parks, croquet courses, historical venues, art installations and temporary café’s or 

reading lounges installed in public parking spots. See Figure 6.12. Other temporary 

reclamation of public street spaces include the monthly bicycle celebration of Critical 

Mass. Founded 15 years ago, Critical Mass is a leader-less group that reclaims street 

space during its hours-long bicycle ride through San Francisco. It is described as a both a 

celebration of bicycle culture and a protest of the dominant use of streets by automobiles. 

David Harvey argued the desire to liberate space from external forces of control and to 

protect existing public spaces gives rise to “subversive visions of place and community” 

(Harvey 1989). Moreover, he argued that restriction on streets and public spaces imposed 

by the state or private property rights often triggers unwanted social protests movements.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
6.12 A croquet course installed in 

a public parking space for the 

2007 PARK(ing) Day. Photo 

courtesy of David Baker and 

Partners Architects.  

 

Other sanctioned groups, such as City CarShare are challenging the assumption 

that every resident needs their own private automobile. Car-sharing is increasingly 

accepted as an alternative to private automobile ownership. Shared parking also deserves 
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further exploration. The area-wide survey of parking lots and garages revealed that 

private parking lots were typically underutilized, particularly for land uses such as 

churches, which reach capacity only once a week. This presents opportunities for 

informal shared parking with neighborhood residents during hours or days when such lots 

are under-utilized. Surface parking lots could also be converted to new housing or 

recreation space. For example, the 13-spot parking lot of the Mission Recreation Center 

on Harrison Street is significantly larger than the adjacent mini-soccer field. Converting 

this surface lot, which includes four dedicated staff parking spaces, could more than 

double the outside area for recreation. 

 Streets in the Mission District are not as obdurate as they appear. There is 

historical precedent in the Mission District for converting street space to other uses. 

Department of Public Works subdivision maps indicate numerous streets within and 

directly adjacent to the study area that were converted to land for housing, commercial, or 

civic uses. Only one small block of Serpentine Avenue exists today. Re-named Capp 

Street, it is an angled stub that intersects with Mission and Cesar Chavez Street. In 1878 

all other blocks of Serpentine Avenue were converted to land for housing. Also in 1878, 

five wide streets north of Twenty-First Street (Alabama, Florida, Bryant, York, and 

Hampshire Streets) were narrowed significantly and the former street space replaced with 

land for housing.  Three blocks of Clipper Street (between Dolores, Fair Oaks, Guerrero 

Streets and San Jose Avenue) were closed in 1887-1890 and replaced with housing. More 
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recently, a block of San Jose Avenue was closed in 1966 and the space used to expand 

the Salvation Army complex off of Cesar Chavez Street.  

Streets off of Potrero Avenue were closed in 1876, 1909, 1910, and 1931 in order 

to build and expand General Hospital. A block of Dorland Street bisecting Mission High 

School was closed in 1937, replaced with playing fields. The Mission Pool off of 

Valencia Street is located on what was Cumberland Place, a street section closed in 1927. 

A half block of Treat Street was closed in 1977 in order to accommodate John O’Connell 

High School. Another block of Treat Street was closed in 1988 and is now used now by a 

Pacific Gas and Electric facility.   

Daniel Burnham (1905) referred to his radical re-design of San Francisco’s streets 

– a City Beautiful inspired plan which included the extensive taking of private land in 

order to create wide boulevards and parks – somewhat casually, noting: “Of course, 

nothing is here proposed that is not entirely feasible.” (Burnham 1905, p67). And he was 

right, of course. As the many conversions of streets to other uses within the study area, 

and the replacement of public rail-based transport infrastructure, as well as multiple 

authors cited in this review have demonstrated, the state has the power to limit access and 

radically redesign streets. Likewise, the public (Rebar, Critical Mass) has demonstrated 

the power to occupy and subvert the automobile-hegemonic meaning and function of 

streets. I would argue that such conversion of streets in the Mission District to other uses 

is largely unknown, and yet the fluidity of street space from 1878 to 1988 reveals the 
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potential for future conversions. Recognition of the street’s potential for new uses vastly 

broadens the concept and potential of “in-fill” development.  

FURTHER RESEARCH 

 This study reveals several areas that warrant further study. The very high 

percentage (49%) of garages converted to other uses such as living space, businesses, or 

storage warrant more focused attention. This could come in the form of a resident survey. 

In order to gather the most accurate data, the survey could be designed in such a way as 

not to correlate resident responses with a specific garage, rather with just a specific area. 

Focus groups of renter and owner households could also provide additional insight into 

what the garages are used for. 

 Due to time constraints, my research on the widening of streets was gathered 

primarily from planning documents and maps. However, more extensive research into the 

public discourse surrounding street widening could provide additional information on the 

debate (if any) surrounding such reconfiguration of space.  

 The eleven short alleys were outside of the building survey block groups. These 

alleys are lined with garages, former stables, and dwelling units. Many garages appear 

converted to housing. Additional research would likely reveal the new uses of these 

garage spaces and how the presence of these back of the lot buildings have impacted on-

street parking availability or the addition of parking garages to the front main house.  

 The cultural use of street space was outside the scope of this project, but warrants 

additional research. Such Mission District-specific uses include the reclamation of public 
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space by Latino low-rider cruisers during the 1970s and 1980s. Likewise the efforts by 

neighborhoods or individuals to create barriers to block the streets, such as the sanctioned 

anti-prostitution street barriers on blocks of Shotwell Street, or the temporary street 

barriers erected on Lexington Street to provide car-free space for basketball games and 

children’s play.  

 Finally, additional research into the perception of the current parking situation 

would be of use. Given that privatization of public space is largely hidden, this future 

research could examine the perception of residents to claims of public space.   

SUMMARY: IMPACT OF AUTOMOBILITY ON THE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT 

 Field observations and archival research reveal three eras of intensive 

modification of the built environment in order to accommodate automobility. The decade 

from 1915 to 1925 brought efforts to alter the existing architectural landscape to include 

garages, as well as efforts to standardize the practice of integrating garages in new 

residential buildings. The decade from 1939 to 1949 saw large-scale reconfiguration of 

streets as well as a shift from rail transport to buses. Capp and Bartlett Streets were 

widened beginning in 1939, Guerrero Street in the early 1940s, and Cesar Chavez Street 

in the late 1930s. Rail tracks for eleven streetcar lines in the Mission District were ripped 

up between 1939 and 1949, ending a ninety-year era of rail transport, which had evolved 

from horsecars, cable cars, and electric streetcars. This radical shift to private transport 

highlights past successful challenges to obduracy of street function.  Most recently, 
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around the turn of the 21st century, an era of renewed investment and interest in the 

neighborhood has resulted in new development, real estate speculation, and the 

commodification of garage space; with these economic forces come demands for 

increased off-street parking. It is an era that highlights the tension between use value and 

exchange value. All three eras highlight the “machinic complex” described by Sheller 

and Urry (2006), an interlinked complex of planning, construction, and policies that 

prioritized automobility over older forms of public transportation.  

 The most significant reconfigurations of space occurred 60 to 90 years ago, when 

curb parking space was not in such high demand. It is unlikely that there was public 

discussion of the impact of garages during the heyday of garage additions — community 

planning was non-existent at that time. Hence, when the 20-unit apartment with 10 

garage doors on Capp at Twenty-First Streets was constructed in 1927, there was likely 

little discussion of its consumption of public curbside parking spaces – at that time there 

was most likely plentiful street parking. Photographs from the 1920s and 1930s show few 

automobiles parked along the curb.  Likewise, there was likely little public discourse 

about the loss of front yards and gardens, sacrificed to create driveways.  

 This loss of front yards and gardens in favor of driveways and garages represents 

a tremendous shift in the landscape, and moreover, the loss represents a decrease in semi-

private, semi-public spaces that Jan Gehl (1986) found, facilitated social interactions70. 

                                                 
70 Front stoops can still function as social spaces; however, as noted in the building survey, some stoops 
were angled away from the street in order to accommodate a garage underneath the front stairs, thereby 
decreasing visibility and interactions with the street. 
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The addition of garages to Victorian and Edwardian buildings has also significantly 

impacted the architectural integrity and continuity of the streetscape. 

 Little public discourse accompanied the first two eras of this shift to automobility. 

It is hoped that this study reveals the largely hidden, largely un-discussed ramifications of 

this shift to private transport, encourages protection of the remaining 19th century 

landscape, stimulates discussion of potential new uses of street space, and that challenges 

to street obduracy and the upcoming shift away from automobility will invite further 

public discourse. 

 

 
 

 


