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Purpose 

Public Life Studies are critical to our understanding of how public spaces function. 
Through careful and systematic observation we are able to understand if public spaces 
serve the needs of people, including dimensions of comfort, safety, and ease of mobility 
for pedestrians. Typical Public Life Studies involve counting pedestrians and cyclists, and 
an inventory of stationary activities and behaviors. The findings of these surveys and 
observations inform strategies to change the public realm, as well as help us understand 
the impacts of changes. The data gathered from studies provides insight into when, 
where, and why people are using public spaces. Understanding this basic information 
can lead to ideas about how the space can function better to support a lively 
atmosphere, and how to improve the quality of the space. 
From “Public Life Study: Standards Manual”. Robin Abad Ocubullo, San Francisco 
Planning Department January 2017. 

The study is intended to help the Ocean Avenue community understand how people are using 
the Avenue’s public spaces, and how they perceive them. The recommendations are intended 
to enhance enjoyment of the Avenue and support a diverse and vital commercial district. 

The Ocean Avenue Public Life Study was undertaken by Livable City for the Ocean Avenue 
Association. The public life study was be conducted per the Planning Department’s Public Life 
Study Standards Manual. 

Most of the City’s Public Life Studies have been conducted in the northeastern Part of the City. 
One parklet on Ocean Avenue at Ashton Street was sampled in the “Citywide Assessment of 
Parklets and Plazas” (Justin Panganiban and Robin Abad Ocubullo, San Francisco Planning 
Department, August 2014). We hope the findings of this study will be also be of benefit to other 
streetcar commercial corridors on the western side of the City – Irving, Judah, Noriega, Taraval, 
West Portal, and the Ocean View (Randolph/Broad/19th). 
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Part 1 
About Ocean Avenue 
 
 
Ocean Avenue extends 3.5 miles, from Mission Street to Country Club Drive. The focus of this 
study is on the central portion of Ocean Avenue between San Jose Avenue and Manor Drive, 
which includes the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial district. 
 
Ocean Avenue runs approximately east and west. The study portion follows and older trail 
which dates back to the 19th Century or earlier, and connected the historic El Camino Real to 
the Presidio and the beach. 
 
The pattern of sreets, blocks, and lots 
The adjacent neighborhoods were planned and parceled out into streets, blocks, and small lots 
in the early 20th century – the Ingleside and Ingleside Terraces neighborhoods south of Ocean 
Avenue, and the Westwood Park and Mount Davidson Manor neighborhoods north of Ocean 
Avenue. The Ingleside was laid out in a regular grid, while the Ingleside Terraces, Mount 
Davidson Manor, and Westwood Park neighborhoods have curving streets. All the adjacent 
neighborhoods are well-connected to Ocean Avenue, but are there are limited street 
connections between residential neighborhoods. Ocean Avenue is wider than the surrounding 
neighborhood streets. City College and the Balboa Reservoirs interrupt the block pattern and 
impede east-west movement. These circumstances make Ocean Avenue the principal east-west 
corridor through the area for all modes of transportation – walking, cycling, transit, and auto 
traffic. 
 
The adjacent neighborhoods are residential, with attached houses in the Ingleside, and 
detached houses in the Ingleside Terraces, Westwood Park, and Mount Davidson Manor. 
Attached commercial buildings, mostly single story, were build facing onto Ocean Avenue. Lots 
facing onto the avenue are between 20 and 30 feet wide. Some have been consolidated, but 
the development pattern along the avenue still consists mostly of small, attached buildings. 
 
A few sites along the Avenue were developed later with of larger-scaled buildings. Dorado 
Terrace, located on the north side of the avenue in the middle of the commercial district, is a 
late-20th-century mixed-use development on a former institutional site. The mixed-use 
developments on the north side of the avenue between Plymouth and City College bus terminal 
consist of large single buildings on human-scaled lots. 
 
At the eastern end of the study area, City College, Lick Wilmerding High School, and Muni’s 
Green Light Rail Center front onto Ocean Avenue, and the avenue lacks storefront businesses. 
 
Sidewalks and walking 
Sidewalk widths vary along the corridor. The widest sidewalks are in the Ingleside Terrace 
portion, on the south side of Ocean between Ashton and Victoria. 



 
The Better Streets Plan establishes the guidelines and standards for the City’s pedestrian 
environment. Few sidewalks meet the Better Streets standards for sidewalk width – 12 feet 
minimum, 15 feet recommended. Few intersections meet the Better Streets standards for curb 
extensions. 
 
Opportunity to expand sidewalks are practically limited by Ocean Avenue’s street width and 
layout. The street provides two traffic lanes in each direction, and the center lanes are shared 
with light rail vehicles, and there is curb parking and loading on most blocks. Where there are 
Muni boarding islands, the right-hand lane is next to the curb with no curb parking. 
 
There are opportunities to add corner curb extensions, particularly into cross-streets. 
 
The eastern portion of the Ocean Avenue, from Frida Kahlo Way to Alemany, is part of the high-
injury network. The high-injury network is the 12% of streets where over 70% of pedestrian and 
bicyclist deaths and serious injuries occur. The Ocean-Geneva-Frida Kahlo intersection is 
dangerous for walking, with long crossing distances, short crossing times and long wait times, 
pedestrian beg buttons (no dedicated walk cycle), and confusing traffic movements. 
 
Bicycling 
There is no bicycle lane or path on Ocean Avenue. People on bikes must share the right-hand 
traffic lane with cars. The freeway ramps, especially the offramp from southbound 280 onto 
westbound Ocean, are dangerous for cyclists. 
 
There is better provision of bicycle parking than for than safe bicycle movement. Most blocks 
have one or more bicycle racks, and public facilities like the library, and public spaces like Unity 
Plaza, have bicycle racks. Larger residential and mixed-use buildings build in the past two 
decades have secure bicycle parking indoors. 
 
About 2% of respondents to the intercept survey reported that they arrived by bicycle. The 
screenline counts showed relatively few bicyclists using Ocean Avenue. 
 
Public transit 
The K Ingleside serves the length of the corridor, providing residents and visitors a one-seat ride 
to downtown in one direction and to Balboa Park Station in the other, with connections to 
BART and various Muni bus and light rail routes. There are five pairs of K-Ingleside stops on 
Ocean Avenue between Balboa Park Station and Manor Drive. All are low-platform stops. The 
stops at Lee and Jules/Dorado Terrace have long platforms with a boarding ramp and platform 
for accessible level boarding. The stops at Victoria/Fairfield, Miramar, and CCSF/pedestrian 
bridge have a short platform and no level boarding. 
 
Prior to the pandemic, scheduled service on the K-Ingleside was very 8 minutes before 10 am, 
every 9 minutes every between 10 am and 3pm, every 9 minutes from 3 to 7 pm, and every 15 



– 20 minutes after 7 pm. Scheduled weekend frequency was every 12 minutes until 7pm, and 
every 15 minutes after 7pm. 
 
The K was unreliable. Travel times and wait times were unpredictable and often longer than 
scheduled. Between January and June 2019 the K was only 40% on time, and 24% late, 15% 
very late, and 18% early. On time is defined as within four minutes late or one minute early of 
the scheduled arrival time. 
 
K streetcar service was suspended early in the pandemic (April 2020), and resumed on May 15 
2021 with a limited schedule. 
 
Several Muni bus lines terminate at Phelan Loop, serving the eastern end of the corridor. 
 
The Balboa Park BART station serves the eastern end of the corridor, with four lines. Balboa 
Park Station is the terminus of the K, and also for the J and M streetcar lines. Prior to the 
pandemic BART operated between 5am and 12 am. Pre-pandemic service was frequent during 
peak commute periods, and less frequent (every 20 minutes) after 8pm on weekdays and on 
weekends. BART operated reduced service and reduced hours during the pandemic, ending 
evening service at 9pm. 
 
Zoning 
Most of the corridor is in the Ocean Avenue Neighborhood Commercial Transit (Ocean Avenue 
NCT) zoning district. The district permits a mix of uses – residential, commercial, and 
institutional uses on the ground floor, residential and a smaller number of commercial and 
institutional uses on the second floor, and residential uses on the third and fourth floors. 
Development controls include requiring tall non-residential ground floors, limitations on the 
merger of lots facing onto Ocean Avenue, and a prohibition on new driveway cuts facing onto 
the avenue. 
 
The adjacent neighborhoods are zoned for low-density residential uses. The City College and 
Balboa Reservoir sites are zoned for Public use. 
 
The Balboa Park Better Neighborhoods Plan was adopted in 2009, and consisted of an area 
plan, part of the City’s General Plan, as well as a set of zoning controls which created the Ocean 
Avenue Neighborhood Commercial-Transit District. The Ocean Avenue NC-T zoning controls 
have been amended in recent years to restrict health services uses on the ground floor, 
principally permit arts and cultural uses on the first and second floors, and require a mix of 
commercial space sizes in large new buildings. 



 
Zoning map of the Ocean Avenue corridor. The Ocean Avenue NCT and other NCT districts are marked in purple. 
Yellow areas are Residential, House (RH) zoning districts. Public (P) districts are in grey. 
 
Streetscape 
According to Jeff Speck, to be a walkable city walking must be useful, safe, comfortable, and 
interesting. The design, construction, and maintenance of the streetscape are essential to 
making walking safe, comfortable, and interesting. 
 
The streetscape west of Brighton was renovated two decades ago in conjunction with a Muni 
re-railing project. The sidewalks were replaced and extended at some corners, and street trees, 
bi-level light standards, street trees, and public art was installed.  
 
Most of the avenue’s street trees were installed as part of the streetscape project. They are 
chiefly fan palms and small flowering evergreens. The street has a few large mature trees which 
predate the streetscape project. Recent developments, like those on the north side between 
Plymouth and Unity Plaza, have installed street trees and sidewalk plantings. The Ocean Avenue 
Association installed and maintains sidewalk gardens in the avenue’s larger tree basins and 
planting areas. 
 
The avenue has relatively narrow sidewalks and buildings which extend to the property line, 
which restrict the space available for large tree basins and spreading tree canopies. The block 
between Ashton and Victoria has wider sidewalks and is also home to most of the largest trees. 
 
Most of the avenue has curb parking, except where Muni boarding islands and curb extensions 
provide too little space between the travel lane and the curb. The commercial district’s parking 
spaces are metered, with paid parking during daytime hours from Monday to Saturday. 
 
Buildings 
Buildings along Ocean Avenue range from one to five stories. Older buildings are mostly one-
story, and many occupy a single narrow lot. Over time some lots have been consolidated to 
accommodate larger buildings. 



 
Buildings built before World War ii are typically lower, and have storefronts facing Ocean 
Avenue. Most were built without off-street parking. 
 
Buildings built after World War II are more often multi-storied. There are several postwar 
apartment buildings, typically three stories with garage doors rather than retail spaces facing 
onto Ocean Avenue. The buildings on either side of Dorado Terrace have large retail spaces 
facing onto Ocean Avenue, with parking and housing on upper stories. A few commercial 
buildings were built with parking lots facing onto Ocean Avenue, including the mini-mall 
between Manor Drive and Lakewood Avenue, and a drive-through restaurant between 
Plymouth and Brighton Avenues. 
 
Buildings built in recent decades are generally taller – four to five stories – with storefronts on 
the ground floor and apartments on upper stories. The zoning changes associated with the 
Better Neighborhoods Plan requires active street-facing uses and restrict driveways on Ocean 
Avenue, so these buildings have parking entrances on side streets and storefronts and 
residential entries with transparent windows and doors facing the Avenue. 
 
Buildings vary in age, architectural style, and maintenance. Architectural features, awnings, 
sidewalk displays, and distinctive signs – like the Beep’s sign at Lee Avenue – help establish 
neighborhood character and enhance visual interest along the avenue. 
 
Landmarks and public open spaces 
There are several public open spaces along the Avenue. There is an empty Plaza facing onto the 
avenue near the Ocean Avenue entrance to the BART station. More recently a small plaza (Tony 
Sacco Plaza) was built near the entry gates when BART built an Ocean Avenue entrance for the 
station. 
 
City College’s public spaces are mostly oriented inwards away from the avenue, but there is a 
grassy open space between the College’s wellness center and the avenue. 
 
West of Frida Kahlo Way, Unity Plaza opens onto Ocean Avenue and Muni’s City College bus 
terminal. 
 
The Library has a landscaped public space which opens onto Ocean Avenue. There is a sidewalk 
open space, with landscaping, benches, and public art, opposite where Capitol Avenue tees in. 
 
Landmarks include the El Rey Theater, a grand Art Deco theater at the western end of the 
commercial district which is currently vacant. Ingleside United Presbyterian Church is a 
handsome neoclassical building whose interior walls are decorated with collages. 
 
 
  



Part 2 
Survey findings 
 
Survey methodology 
 
Surveys were conducted at nine locations along Ocean Avenue during the Fall of 2018 and the 
Spring of 2019. 
 
Three survey instruments were used: 

• an intercept survey of Ocean Avenue users; 
• and a sidewalk activity survey that observed peoples’ use of sidewalks and curb parking 

(and a similar plaza activity survey for Unity Plaza); 
• screenline counts of people walking and biking past each location. 

 
Who uses Ocean Avenue? 
 
1. How did you get to Ocean Avenue today? 
 

 
 

A. on foot; B. by bike; C. public transit; D. taxi; E. carshare; F. private car. 
 
2. Where do you live? 

City Number of respondents percentage 
San Francisco 426 79% 
Daly City 22 4% 
Oakland 15 3% 
other 62 12% 



No response 14 3% 
 
 
 

3. What is your zip code? 
Zip code Total respondents percentage 
94112 172 32% 
94110 32 6% 
94132 31 6% 
94134 30 6% 
94127 18 3% 
94124 16 3% 
94122 15 3% 
94109 12 2% 
94102 10 2% 
94103 10 2% 
94116 9 2% 
94121 8 1% 
94118 7 1% 
94107 6 1% 
94131 6 1% 
94115 5 1% 
other San Francisco 20 4% 
total San Francisco 407 76% 
94014 13 2% 
94080 9 2% 
94015 6 1% 
other San Mateo County 13 2% 
total San Mateo County 41 8% 
East Bay 34 6% 
other California 5 1% 
outside California 8 1% 
no response 36 7% 

 
 

4. What year were you born? 
(spring results only) 
 



 
 
5. What is your gender identity? 

 
 

 
6. What is your racial identity? 



 
 
What do people do on Ocean Avenue? 
 
1. Purpose of your visit? 

 
A. Live nearby; B. Work Nearby; C. Passing through; D. Errand; E. Shopping; F. Dining; G. 
Entertainment; H. Attend school or class; I. Meet friends. 

 
2. How often do you visit this location? 



 
A. Once a day; B. More than once a day; C. Once a week; D. More than once a week; E. 
several times a month; F. Very rarely; G. First time. 

 
What do people think of Ocean Avenue? 
 
1. How would you rate Ocean Avenue on the following (1 is worst/5 is best) 
 

a. Sidewalk Cleanliness 

 
b. Physical condition of the sidewalk 



 
c. Safety from vehicles 

 
d. Places to stop, relax, and socialize 

 



 
e. Physical attractiveness 

 

 
f. Ease of walking 



 
g. A place to shop 

 
2. What is your favorite destination or feature on Ocean Avenue and why? 

This question (and the following one) is open-ended, without preformulated responses. 
Respondents could name whatever they liked. Some respondents named one thing, while 
others named more than one. These charts represent how often people named these 
destinations or features rather than the percentage of respondents who named them. The 
responses were bundled by type. For example, some respondents identified ‘restaurants’ 
generally, while others named one or more specific restaurants; all such responses are 
totaled here as “restaurants”. Restaurants and bars were most frequently named as favorite 
destinations or features, followed by schools and City College, supermarkets (Whole Foods), 
and Department stores (Target). 



 
 (Fall results only) 

 
3. What improvements or changes would you like to see on Ocean Avenue? 

This question is also open-ended, without preformulated responses. Respondents could tell 
us about whatever they would like to see improved or changed. Some respondents named 
one thing, and others named more than one. This chart represents how often people 
named each element rather than the percentage of respondents who named them. The 
responses were bundled by type. Public transit was the single element that respondents 
most wanted to see improved. 

 



 
(Fall results only) 

  



Part 3 
Recommendations 
 

I. Improve walking and cycling 
Ocean Avenue is a walkable place. 37% of respondents reported that they walked to 
Ocean Avenue that day, second only to public transit. Respondents rated Ocean Avenue 
highly as ‘a place to walk’; almost three-quarters of respondents rated it above average 
(4 or 5 out of 5).  Almost two-thirds of respondents rated ‘places to stop, relax, and 
socialize’ on the avenue as above-average (4 or 5 out of 5). Respondents rated the 
avenue lower when it came to safety from vehicles – 48% rated it above average, and 
many fewer (17%) gave the avenue the highest rating (5) compared to highest ratings as 
a place to walk (38%) and for places to stop, relax, and socialize (30%). These findings 
mirror pedestrian and bicycle fatality/injury data from the City, which show that the 
portion of the avenue east of Frida Kahlo is one of the most dangerous streets in the 
city. Improving the safety of walking, particularly at the eastern end of the Avenue, is 
crucial.  Maintaining the comfort and usefulness of walking, and identifying 
opportunities to make the avenue more attractive and interesting, will further enhance 
the walkability of the avenue. 
 
Fewer respondents reported that they bicycled to the Avenue. Bicycling is a healthy, 
sustainable, and space-efficient mode of transportation, and enhancing the safety, 
comfort, and convenience of bicycling can expand transportation options for residents 
and visitors, and extend the trade area of Ocean Avenue to many more neighborhoods.  
 



A. Improve pedestrian crossings. Curbs can be extended across cross-streets to 
shorten crossing distances, and high-visibility crossings can improve traffic safety. 
Crosswalks and curb extensions are opportunities to improve the appearance of the 
streetscape as well. 

B. Improve street lighting and sidewalk condition where necessary, particularly east of 
Plymouth. 

C. Design crosswalks, sidewalks, and street furnishings to enhance the Avenue’s 
appearance and identity. 

D. Create a safe, inviting, and accessible walking and cycling network through the City 
College campus, connecting the neighborhoods to the north and west to Ocean 
Avenue, Balboa Park, and the Balboa Park Station. 

E. Improve bicycle lanes at the eastern end of the corridor to connect Balboa Park 
Station, City College, and Harold/Holloway bicycle boulevard. There is sufficient 
right-of-way to add bicycle lanes between the BART station and Frida Kahlo Way. 
Space is more constrained west of Frida Kahlo, and dedicated bike lanes may not be 
immediately feasible. Strategies which calm traffic on Ocean Avenue will make 
cycling in the shared right-hand lane safer and more comfortable, and will also 
improve pedestrian safety. 

II. Improve transit service 
Public transit was the single greatest thing about Ocean Avenue that respondents 
wanted to see improved. 

A. Increase off-peak (evening and weekend) service on BART and K-Ingleside to ‘turn up 
and go’ frequency (10- to 15-minute headways).  

B. Improve Muni reliability. Jan-June 2019 reliability was 40% on time, 24% late, 15% very 
late, 18% early. 

C. Relocate the principal City College K-Ingleside stop from under Geneva/Ocean bridge 
to Howth Street. The current stop location is deficient in terms of safety, accessibility, 
comfort, and amenity, and creates a pinch point on Ocean Avenue which constrains 
walking and cycling access between Balboa Park Station and the commercial district.  

III. Enhance public open spaces 
Ocean Avenue has several well-designed and well-maintained public open spaces, and 
respondents rated the avenue highly for places to stop, relax, and socialize. Improving 
the under-performing public spaces could improve the overall Ocean Avenue 
experience. 

A. Enhance the Balboa Park Station entrance on Ocean Avenue. Balboa Park station is the 
most important transit hub in southwestern San Francisco. The bleak and unused plaza 
at the BART Station’s Ocean Avenue entrance is a lost opportunity. It ought to be 
redesigned and activated to improve its usefulness and comfort, and to create an 
inviting public place at this important entry to the avenue. 

B. Create an entry open space at City College corner (Frida KahloWay and Ocean Avenue. 



C. Unity Plaza is an attractive and well-used open space. Enhance it with more activities, 
and complementary development on the adjacent City College land. 

D. Create a sidewalk open space in front of the El Rey Theater to anchor the western end 
of the corridor. 

E. Explore other opportunities for small open spaces along the corridor– Ashton Plaza, 
etc. 

IV. Enhance building frontages 
A. Expand or establish design and technical assistance, financial assistance, and code 

enforcement for building façade, sidewalk improvements, and curbside shared spaces. 
B. Identify buildings with poor street presence, like the Dorado Terrace buildings, and 

engage property owners in a conversation about improvements. 
C. Encourage conversion of garages to storefronts, particularly on the blocks between 

Harold and Howth. 
D. Revise development controls to improve the scale and articulation, architectural quality 

and compatibility, and street activation of new developments. 
E. Clarify the rules for consolidating retail spaces to maintain and encourage a mix of 

large and small street-facing storefronts. 

V. Expand business attraction and retention. 
A. Sustain, enhance, and celebrate the current mix of eating and drinking businesses. 
B. Whole Foods is a popular amenity. Some respondents felt a more affordable grocery 

store option was also needed. 
C. Attract and retain general retail stores – clothing, etc. – that complement existing 

businesses, particularly businesses attractive to students. Clothing stores and other 
general retail was identified as a need by several survey respondents, and the pending 
closure of the popular Target store will leave a gap. 

VI. Enhance corridor image and identity. 
A. Highlight the corridor’s diverse eating and drinking establishments. Respondents 

named the avenue’s eating and drinking establishments as the most-liked feature of the 
avenue. Enhanced marketing and promotion could attract visitors from a wider area.   

B. Establish an Ocean Avenue arts corridor. New or enhanced arts & culture venues (El 
Rey Theater, Geneva Car Barn, Diego Rivera Theater/mural) could draw people to the 
corridor, highlight corridor identity, and complement existing businesses. 

C. Develop a program of public events which engage neighbors and businesses, highlight 
the corridor identity, and attract visitors. 

VII. East End improvements 
Strengthen the connection between Balboa Park Station and Ocean Avenue Commercial 
Corridor. 

A. Make the Ocean/Geneva/Frida Kahlo way intersection safer, more accessible, and more 
convenient for people walking and cycling. 



B. Improve the streetscape - width and condition of sidewalks, street lighting, wayfinding, 
street trees, and street furnishings. 

C. Reconfigure or remove freeway ramps to make walking and cycling safer. 
D. Encourage conversion of garages to storefronts between Lee and Howth with design 

and technical assistance, financial assistance, fee waivers, and public funding for 
complementary sidewalk improvements (removing curb cuts and installing street trees) 

E. Provide bicycle lanes between Balboa Park Station, City College, and Harold/Holloway 
bicycle boulevard. 

VIII. West End improvements 
Anchor the west end of the commercial district with new activities and improved public spaces. 

A. Preserve and restore El Rey Theater as a working theater, improve adjacent public 
spaces, including a sidewalk extension in front of the theater entrance opposite Victoria 
Street.  

B. Create pocket open spaces along the corridor with outdoor seating – commercial shared 
spaces along the avenue, and corner pocket plazas at suitable locations (e.g. at Ashton). 

C. Mitigate the negative impact of the 7-Eleven parking lot on image and walkability, with 
options like lighting, landscaping, and activating the corner of Lakewood and Ocean 
avenues with a food truck or kiosk. 

IX. Ensure that big developments complement Ocean Avenue 
A. Balboa Reservoir development 

1. Residential development on the reservoir site ought to be generally positive for 
Ocean Avenue, especially the eastern end. 

2. The Reservoir site should be developed around a strong internal walking and 
cycling network, with walking and cycling connections to Brighton, Lee, and 
Unity Plaza, and to Westwood Park via San Ramon Way. 

3. public benefits from the development should including walking and cycling 
improvements between Frida Kahlo Way and Balboa Park Station. 

4. There should be little or no retail development on the Reservoir site. Ocean 
Avenue should serve as the commercial corridor for the Reservoir neighborhood. 

5. The Reservoir development should include a robust Transportation Demand 
Management program to reduce traffic and pollution, encourage sustainable 
transportation modes (walking, cycling, transit), and the use of local shops and 
services. 

 
B. City College Master Plan 

1. Engage the Ocean Avenue edge of the campus with street-facing buildings and 
inviting public open spaces. 

2. Create a safe, inviting, and accessible walking and cycling network through the 
Campus. 

3. Adopt a rigorous Transportation Demand Management to reduce traffic and 
pollution, encourage sustainable modes (walking, cycling, transit). 


