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Land Area (km²) Population

San Francisco 121.51 805,235

San Francisco Bay area 18,040 7,750,000

A city not known for its 
size.

Source: map—Wikipedia; satellite view—Metropolitan Transportation Commission.



Money lives in New York. Power sits in Washington. Freedom 
sips cappuccino in a sidewalk café in San Francisco.

Joe Flower

The most un-American, American city.

A liberal, progressive, and left city. 

A pioneer in advancing modern urban design. 



The first urban design plan in an American city.

A paradigm shift in urban design thinking and approach.

Urban design as public policy.

A two-year study.

Eight preliminary reports. 

Presentation: text + photos + sketches



The Urban Design Plan is a beautifully produced, well-
conceptualized and sophisticated document, far ahead of its time 
in terms of technique… Planners and urban designers today 
would be well served to return to the San Francisco Urban Design 
Plan for guidance and inspiration.

Stuart Meck & Rebecca Retzlaff

The Urban Design Plan is not only a regulatory document and an 
implementation strategy, but an articulation of urban design 
philosophy…Urban design is not merely a means of making a 
beautiful place; it is also essential to the quality of people’s lives, 
on a very individual, psychological level. This reflects the 
democratic ethos of the late 1960s…The legacies have been 
profound, not only in San Francisco, but also elsewhere.

Richard Hu

Richard Hu (2013) Urban design plans for Downtown San Francisco: A 
paradigm shift?, Journal of Urban Design, 18:4, 517–533. 

Stuart Meck & Rebecca Retzlaff (2018) The emergence of comprehensive 
urban design planning in the United States: The case of the San Francisco 
Urban Design Plan,
Journal of Urban Design, 23:1, 94–122.



Source: Brian J. Godfrey, 1997. 1986 

Urban redevelopment and growth pressure. 

Conflicts of interest: private vs public. 

Community response and movement. 

Transforming urban design thinking, and the rise of the Lynchian 
tradition.



Citizen participation. 

Problem-led urban design & 
planning. 

Embarcadero Freeway 

Source: Congress of New Urbanism; San Francisco Chronicle



[Urban design] has to do, above all, with the visual and other sensory relationships between people and their environment, with their 
feeling of time and place and their sense of well-being. 

[Good urban design] also teaches [man] that he must have the humility to live with the environment rather than attempt to master it.

Quality is based upon human needs. Quality means degree of excellence…it depends on pleasing physical relationships, a fitting 
together with scale and interest and without jarring contrasts. Over time, quality means cultural heritage, and things and values that 
last. For the city’s residents it means a good life…



Issues/Problems Human 
needs

Objective Fundamental 
principles

Policies 

City pattern Emphasis of the characteristic pattern which gives to the city and its 
neighborhoods an image, a sense of purpose, and a means of 
orientation.

21 11

Conservation Conservation of resources which provide a sense of nature, continuity 
with the past, and freedom from overcrowding.

17 10

Major new 
development

Moderation of major new development to complement the city 
pattern, the resources to be conserved, and the neighborhood
environment. 

18 9

Neighborhood Improvement of the neighborhood environment to increase personal 
safety, comfort, pride and opportunity. 

31 15



New Practices Old Practices

Philosophy Interventionist Laissez faire
Postmodernist Modernist
Balanced economic, social and environment 
aspirations

Pro economic growth

Human-centric Built environment centric
Methodology Research, analysis and consultancy Technical and intuitive

Regulatory Discretionary
Community participation Elitist
Urban design as public policy, process and 
procedure

Urban design as architectonic product



Neighborhood

Fundamental principle 8: 

Wide streets can be narrowed at the intersections 
and landscaped to provide sitting areas and visual 
amenity.



Major new development

Height and bulk

Policy 4: Promote building forms that will respect and 
improve the integrity of open spaces and other public 
areas. 

Policy 5: Relate the height of buildings to important 
attributes of the city pattern and to the height and 
character of existing development. 

Policy 6: Relate the bulk of buildings to the prevailing scale 
of development to avoid an overwhelming or dominating 
appearance in new construction. 





Hu: Was your effort in San Francisco in the 1960s and 1970s a counteraction towards the 
predominant modernist redevelopment of the time? How did you see the impacts of the 
modernist buildings on the city’s life? You don’t seem to accept the ideas influenced by 
names like Ebenezer Howard and Le Corbusier.

Jacobs: I didn’t even think about modernist… but I was very cynical about redevelopment. 
It wasn’t so much about buildings; it was social inequity. It was doing away with good old 
stuff. If you think of modernist buildings in terms of Le Corbusier, it is basically buildings in 
space—boxlike buildings sitting in space. That’s anti-urban! That’s the point. It isn’t that 
they are ugly. It isn’t that I don’t agree with their aesthetics. It’s not a matter of aesthetics. 
It’s buildings that come from the movement—Picasso was involved in it—of cubism: the 
ability to see buildings from every angle even from underneath so you put them on 
columns, it’s cubistic. And then you put them far from the road, so you can see it all driving 
by—it has nothing to do with urbanism, it has nothing to do with the nature of cities. 

Los Angeles

San Francisco



The evil that Le Corbusier did lives after him;…the results were at best questionable, at worst catastrophic. How and why this should 
happen is one of the most intriguing, but also one of the most chastening, stories in the intellectual history of modern planning. 

Peter Hall, Cities of Tomorrow

Le Corbusier’s Voisin Plan for Paris 



International Congress of Modern Architecture (Congrès
Internationaux d‘Architecture Moderne [CIAM]), 1928.

Athens Charter (La Charte d’Athènes), 1933-43.

The functional city: dwelling, work, recreation, and 
transportation.

Probably the most influential document of modernist 
architecture, urban design, planning, and development for 
much of the 20th century and into the 21st century. 



Problems for modern urban design Goals for urban life An urban fabric

• Poor living environments
• Giantism and the loss of control 
• Large-scale privatisation and the 

loss of public life
• Centrifugal fragmentation
• Destruction of valued places
• Placelessness
• Injustice
• Rootless professionalism

• Liveability 
• Identity and control
• Access to opportunity, 

imagination, and joy
• Authenticity and meaning
• Community and public life
• Urban self-reliance
• An environment for all

• Liveable streets and neighbourhoods
• Some minimum density of residential development as well 

as intensity of land use
• An integration of activities—living, working, shopping—in 

some reasonable proximity to each other
• A manmade environment, particularly buildings, that 

defines public space (as opposed to buildings that, for the 
most part, sit in space)

• Many, many separate, distinct buildings with complex 
arrangements and relationships (as opposed to few, large 
buildings)

Allan Jacobs & Donald Appleyard (1987). Toward an urban design 
manifesto. Journal of the American Planning Association, 53:1, 112–120.



Example expanded 
title for presentation,
third line.

Modernist urban design Postmodernist urban design Smart design
Period of 
emergence

From the 1920–30s From the 1960–70s From the 2000–10s

Driving forces • Industrialisation 
• Fordism
• Automobilisation and transport 

technologies
• Building and design technologies

• Post-industrialisation
• Post-Fordism
• Environmentalism
• Humanism

• New globalisation-urbanisation
• Knowledge economy
• Ubiquitous digitalisation
• Uncertainty and change

Urban 
challenges

• Overcrowding and physical 
decay

• Health and pollution problems
• Social reform

• Verticalisation and sprawl
• Pollution and environmental 

degradation
• Loss of sense of community and 

place
• Scientific urbanism

• Global competitiveness and innovation
• Global interdependence and connectivity
• Sustainability imperative
• Techno-centrism and spatial segregation
• Global, external, and internal crises

Defining 
attributes

• Rationalism
• Mechanisation
• Decentralisation and 

centralisation
• Dehumanisation and formalism

• Neo-traditionalist, mixed-use, and 
compact urban form

• Human-centric placemaking
• Greenism

• Post-functional, flexible, adaptive, smart space
• Liveable, productive, inclusive, and resilient 

space
• Experimental, exploratory, and futurist

Upon and beyond urban design: urban design as a way of urban thinking



Richard Hu (2021) Smart Design: Disruption, Crisis, and the 
Reshaping of Urban Spaces. Routledge.
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