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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This thesis explores how downtown revitalization
can be catalyzed through the reimagination of an
iconic urban complex: the Embarcadero Center in
San Francisco.

Focusing on its lower levels - currently underutilized
and disconnected from street life - the project
proposes a redesign that turns Embarcadero Center
info a porous, mixed-use neighborhood embedded
within the broader urban fabric.

It challenges the legacy of internalized circulation
systems and introduces a spatial and programmatic
strategy that reorients the built form toward the
street and the waterfront.

The design is anchored |by(a, ¢entral alley: 1 almost
a hidden passage - activated through layered
programming: live/work spaces, a university
cluster, food market, art and performance spaces,
play areas, and gardens. These inferventions build
on the idea that urban flows - social, ecological,
infrastructural - must be made visible, legible, and
inviting through design. With rising sea levels,
shifting downtown dynamics, and post-pandemic
rethinking of work and public space, this thesis
positions the Embarcadero Center as a catalyst.

Ultimately, it argues for a holistic approach to
design; one that treats every project as a critical
piece of a more connected city.

The report is organized in four (4) sections:

e Section 1. Project Background: Infroduces
the context of downtown San Francisco,
focusing on the Embarcadero Center as a site of
untapped potential. It positions this infrastructure
as a catalyst for broader downtown
revitalization and a precedent for reimagining
how the lower levels of high-rise buildings can
better engage with the street.

e Section 2. Layers of Analysis: Outlines the
thesis methodology and emphasizes its multi-
scalar approach. A key component is the street
flow analysis, which provides insights into the
existing pedestrian experience and spatial
dynamics of the surrounding neighborhood.

* Section 3. Design Framework: Presents
the strategic design vision for transforming the
lower levels of Embarcadero Center and its
interface with the city. It introduces spatial and
programmatic interventions that support mixed-
use development, enhance porosity and create
lively streets.

e Section 4. Summary: Reflects on the

Embarcadero Center’s role in reconnecting
parts of downtown and its broader contribution
to a more connected city, followed by the
bibliography used throughout the research and
design process.
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Section 1. Project Background

Downtown trajectories + San Francisco on a path for sustainable resurgence

Cities are here to stay. They represent not only
physical infrastructure but also deep socidl,
economic, and cultural investments. Therefore,
maintaining and adapting urban environments to

address contemporary urban challenges is essential.

Downtowns, in particular, play a critical role in this
effort. While occupying a small fraction of urban
land, they contribute greatly to economic output

(as shown in the table below; source: Cushman

& Wakefield, Reimagining Cities — Disrupting the
Urban Doom Loop). As ever-evolving urban codes,
downtowns have followed varied trajectories:
some, like San Jose and Houston, have seen steady
growth; others, like Detroit, have endured long-term
decline and struggled to_récover. A third=cctegory
emerged in the late 20th century—cities like

Lower Manhattan, Los Angeles, and Seattle—that
experienced decline but later achieved significant
revitalization.

Could San Francisco follow a similar path

toward resurgence too2 Could it evolve from an
agglomeration of single-use office towers into a
vibrant community? With office vacancy rates

now reaching a historic high of 35.9%, the city’s
overdependence on office-based activity has
exposed it to economic shocks triggered by remote
work and pandemic-related disruptions.

WALKUP SHARE OF GDP AND LAND MASS
Relative importance of 15 sample cities and their WalkUPs

Downtown $804,833,137,742 3.6% 12,734
Downtown Adjacent 3437824 666,843 2.0% 17,771

Urban Commercial $387.456,251,017 1.7% 17.296

Urban University 376,280,472 977 0.3% 13,873
WalkUPs $1.706,394,528 580 7.6% 61,675

Rest of City $1.311,153,241,512 5.9% 1,966,466

All City $3,017,547,770,092 13.5% 202840
MNon-City $5,770,130114,336 25.8% 74,084,660
Metro $8,787677,884,428 39.3% 76,112,800

U.S. GDP $22,376,900,000,000 2,438,096,000

Recent global events have brought downtown
revitalization back to the forefront of urban
discourse. Still, a pressing question remains: What
defines a resilient and sustainable downtown?

San Francisco has begun taking steps in this
direction, implementing small-scale placemaking
initiatives and exploring office-to-residential
conversions. However, these efforts often operate in
silos, lacking a cohesive framework with a broader
vision for the city.

As Chinese-American geographer Yi-Fu Tuan
insightfully asks: “And how can we envisage a good
life and plan for the future unless we have some
clear idea as to the sort of places that we wish to
existe!’ This question lies at the heart of this design
thesis.

This thesis explores the concept of urban flows

as a design tool to create a more connected city.

In American downtowns, large urban footprints
often create “city walls,” isolating blocks from their
surroundings. By contrast, this work aims to reveal
and activate flows making them visible, legible, and
inviting.
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The Embarcadero Center Effect

Embarcadero Center as a catalyst

This design thesis positions the Embarcadero
Center complex as a catalyst for broader
downtown revitalization. By reimagining the
complex’s lower levels—from a shopping mall
info a mixed-use community—the project aims to
repair disconnected urban flows and help stitch
the city’s core back together.

Part of the larger Golden Gateway project,
including the Hyatt Regency and Golden Gateway
Apartments, the Embarcadero Center represents a
pivotal moment in San Francisco’s urban history.
It was designed in response to the surrounding
context serving as a connector for cars and
people.

Fast forward to today: much has changed

that shifted the spatial dynamics affecting

the performance of the lower levels and the
experience in the neighborhood. Once an iconic
piece of infrastructure and a connector, it now
struggles to engage with its surroundings—an
area also undergoing significant transformation.
The demolition of the freeway, the decline of
retail, reduced foot traffic, the impact of Covid-19,
and more recent developments such as discussions
around the redevelopment of Embarcadero Plaza
and projected waterfront rise of 3.5 ft to possibly
7-10 ft by end of the century, put Embarcadero
Center in the middle of a great opportunity - to
prototype a new downtown neighborhood that
reinvents live, work and play.

The Embarcadero Center Effect becomes
both a catalyst for downtown revitalization
and a guiding vision: how can we design for a
connected city in a sustainable way?

1971-1991

Embarcadero Center as a connector for cars, people

and surroundings. A car-dominated environment where
circulation was split across levels to separate the pedestrians
from the street

o,
e

Over the years

Key facts: freeway demolition, improved waterfront access,
Ferry building as a destination, retail decline, reduced foot
traffic, high vacancy rates and underused open spaces

Today v
Current and future plans: Waterfront to rise 3.5 ft
(potentially 7-10 ft by century’s end) for sea level rise and
seismic resilience, Embarcadero Plaza redevelopment
underway
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Page 12 Section 2. Layers of analysis

Methodology for baseline analysis

The methodology used to build the baseline
analysis focused on unfolding three (3) layers, each
complementing the other: district, neighborhood

and local, the Embarcadero Center site.

City’s transformation over time: 1921-1980

Planning strategies for the city and the downtown
(Source: General Plan)

3 0 %ﬁL%.sPMmQ l%l@e.h@ Jaifefe]t

blue |nfrastructure land uses

THE NEIGHBORHOOD

Historic analysis of the urban form

Movement networks

LOCAL: THE LOWER
LEVELS

Key viewpoints and landmarks

Current vacancies

WHAT IS THE CURRENT PEDESTRIAN EXPERIENCE IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD?




The Embarcadero Center Effect

The district

Transformation over time (1921-1980)
Downtown San Francisco evolved from an
industrial port into a vertical, corporate cityscape.
In the early 20th century, areas like South of
Market thrived on shipping and warehousing,
but post-WWII redevelopment brought freeways,
high-rises, and displacement. The Financial
District grew into a hub for finance, while
grassroots opposition in the 1970s halted
further freeway expansion and pushed for more
controlled growth. By 1980, downtown reflected
both corporate ambition and strong efforts for
preservation.

Planning strategies for the city and the
downtown related to green infrastruciure,
building heights and density, land uses,
commercial streets, flood risks zones etc. These
strategies set the high level baseline for getting an
understanding of the current constraints and future
directions, both planning and design.

Layering the district

® Movement networks: The city has a transit-
first policy to decrease the use of cars in the
downtown and improve integration with the
surrounding neighborhoods.

e Green infrastructure: The green coverage
within the downtown is very limited whilst there
are spaces that are currently underutilized like
the Embarcadero Plaza and Maritime Plaza.
The grid maximises strong views towards the
seq, the hills and historic landmark buildings.

* Land uses: The financial core of banks and
offices (light blue layer) is mainly concentrated
to the east of the downtown, whilst the retail
and commercial hub (dark blue layer) is
found around Union Square and Yerba Buena
Gardens. Hotels, theatres, clubs (purple layer)
are mainly found to the southwest, whilst there
is a small amount of housing (yellow layer) in
the area.

Source: General Plan
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Page 14 Section 2. Layers of analysis

The neighborhood

A neighborhood with rich history

® Gold Rush origins: A maritime hub with :
wooden wharves extending into the Bay to N\
serve arriving ships during the 1849 Gold AN
Rush. One of the early Gold Rush wharves \\. b, §
used to run beneath the Embarcadero Center. : "\\ 1

* Buried ships: Dozens of abandoned Gold B TR N Y
Rush-era ships were repurposed or buried \ "\
beneath landfill, forming the foundation of the b
modern Financial District. )

e Shoreline expansion: The original waterfront
was pushed outward through massive land
reclamation, reshaping the coastline and
burying parts of the bay.

* Freeway construction: Mid-20th-century urban

renewal projects introduced elevated freeways) KOt 1a s
like the Embarcadero Freeway, slicing through BB S
neighborhoods and disconnecting downtown 1 A—A VR

from the waterfront. After the 1989 Loma
Prieta earthquake, the damaged Embarcadero
Freeway was demolished, reconnecting the
city to the water.

A walkable neighborhood

The area is well-served by public transportation,
including the BART network, MUNI buses

and trams, and ferry connections from the
Embarcadero. It is overall highly walkable,

with wide sidewalks, pedestrianized routes,

and elevated walkways. Numerous pedestrian
crossings enhance accessibility across major
roads.

However, what's often missing is a deeper

analysis of the pedestrian experience (shown

in the next pages)—how factors like comfort,

safety, wayfinding, shade, noise, and street-level

activity influence people’s perception of space and :
movement patterns. =5



The Embarcadero Center Effect

Local - The lower levels

Key viewpoints and landmarks

*  When moving through the lower levels of the
Embarcadero Center—Levels 1 and 2—the
design is largely introverted, with internalized
circulation and limited visual connection to the
surroundings. These levels prioritize inward-
facing retail and office lobbies, creating only
occasional “peek-a-boo” views to the outside
(e.g. along the walkways and some edge
points). I's not until reaching Level 3, the
promenade, that the infrastructure opens up,
offering expansive views toward the Bay and
the city skyline.

®  When walking around the Embarcadero
Center, the experience is more dynamic, with
several key view corridors:Looking-wesfalong
Sacramento Street, part of the Transamerica
Pyramid appears in the skyline, whilst Market
Street frames a strong view toward the Ferry
Building. The SOM-designed building is
another landmark for the area set on top of the
2-story parking garage offering a strong view
at the end of Front Street.

Current vacancies

The retail decline and reduced foot traffic have
significantly impacted the lower levels of the
Embarcadero Center, with vacancy rates reaching
approximately 30%, according fo interviews

with Boston Properties and my personal site

visits. Many retail spaces remain unrented,
reflecting broader downtown struggles and shifts
in commercial demand. Diagrams show vacant
spaces in red, active ones in green, and service
areas in grey, with inactive fagades marked

with dotted lines. These inactive frontages,
combined with high vacancy rates, contribute to

a fragmented urban experience; a network of
underused spaces that lack vibrancy, offering little
reason for people to linger or pass through unless
they have a specific destination.

Level 3

Level2
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Page 16 Section 2. Layers of analysis

Current experience on the street

Methodology

Multiple sections were drawn and evaluated

using data collected from the baseline analysis
(presented in previous pages) and key spatial and
experiential parameters (shown on the next page).

Key findings

Strong urban flows identified along the waterfront
and Market Street, with pockets of high activity.
Weaker flows to the north and east expose
disconnections - offering opportunities to extend
vitality and improve underperforming edges.

Level 3

Key topics to address

Inactive facades;

Uninviting service streets (e:g. Clay-Street);
Low foot traffic on Embarcadero levels 2+3;
Levels act as plinths - blocking views, casting
shadows;

Complex, unclear circulation;

Monotonous streetscape lacking visual interest;
Weak urban flows to the north and south; and
No programming to anchor it as a destination.
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The Embarcadero Center Effect Page 17

Walkability Index

B Active fagades
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Study area boundary

Drawing the boundary site of this thesis was
an ongoing process in capturing all the key
components fo achieve the wider effect of the
transformation of the lower levels.

These components included:

* The four blocks of the Embarcadero Center as
a key catalyst;

* Enhance pedestrian flows along Market
and Drum Streets: Key gateways to the
Embarcadero Center, the plaza, and the
waterfront.

 Establish a cohesive open space strategy for
Embarcadero Plaza and Maritime
Plaza: Integrate these public spaces with the
lower levels of the Embarcadero Cenfer Swhile
reactivating inactive facades along Clay and
Davis Streets, draw foot traffic from the north,
and establish a stronger connection with the
Ferry Building.

o Address the waterfront edge facing the Ferry
Building: Prepare for sea level rise of 3.5 feet
(and potentially 7-10 feet by the end of the
century), enabling a smooth transition between
the rising shoreline, the Embarcadero Center,

and the broader city.
District strateqy

The broader vision for the Embarcadero Center
is fo unlock opportunities to connect with historic
landmarks in the area, key destinations, and
broader urban flows, aiming for seamless
integration.

The goal is to reweave downtown San Francisco
into its surrounding neighborhoods, allowing
natural urban movements to flow in and out of the
city core.

Section 3. Design Framework

Revision 2

G R

Revision 1

|
}/



The Embarcadero Center Effect Page 21

Neighborhood strategy

Superlevee approach: Projected future r |
waterfront rise of 7 to 10 ft. Superlevee— ) _
an elevated landform that raises the entire | |

promenade—gradually transitioning | |
back down to the existing city elevation to oL
ensure flood profection and seamless urban Ny
infegration. : )

Open space strategy: A necklace of open ‘i
spaces that offer varied sensory experiences. 14 S\
from east to the north: A performance area Iy ' . ég“i’m
linking the Ferry Building to the new museum, 1B L4\ ~
a skate/public space, a rainwater garden ," i

with soft landscaping and a neighborhood

park with integrated low-rise deve|opment

i

is by Stela Konto




Page 22 Section 3. Design Framework

Placemaking interventions at gateways

The journey towards the Embarcadero Center 3

is now enriched with high quality streetscape.

Variety of enclosure levels aims to create street

hierarchy and thus, help legibility and orientation

for users. Street types include key transportation 2
corridors, neighborhood streets, streets with

limited access to cars and alleys.

Key gateways - examples of revised streetscape

1. Market Street. A multi-modal street (tram, bus, vehicles, bicycles) that prioritizes pedestrian
movement with a clearly defined pedestrianized paving centered towards Ferry building and decreased
right of way for vehicular traffic.

Current Proposed

Roadway: 77 ft (for vehicles, buses, trams, bikes) Roadway: 25 ft (for cars, buses, bikes)

Sidewalks: 40 ft (left side), 22 ft (right side) Shared surface: 30 ft (for tram, buses, cars, bikes)
Total Right of Way: 139 ft Sidewalks: 62 ft (expanded left side), 22 ft (right side)

2. Drum Street. As the main gateway from Market Street and Embarcadero Bart Station, the central tree
line is extended to become a pedestrianized path that leads to Embarcadero Center, whilst either side
accommodates vehicular traffic and parking bays with tree verges.

Current Proposed

Roadway: 66 ft (incl. parking bay) Roadway: 54 ft (incl. parking bay)
Sidewalks: 10 ft (left side), 24 ft (right side) Pedestrianized central route: 26 ft
Total Right of Way: 100 ft Sidewalks (both left + right side): 10 ft

3. Davis Street. A street that accommodates only neighborhood traffic including bus services, framed
by housing on either side for higher levels of enclosure. The landscape layer is essential to offer soft
edges and help integrate built form into the existing underutilized Maritime Plaza.

Current Proposed
Roadway: 45 ft (incl. parking bay) Shared surface: 27 ft (incl. parking bay)
Sidewalks (both sides): 11 ft Sidewalks: 5 ft (left side),8 ft (right side)

Total Right of Way: 67 ft Total Right of Way: 40 ft
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The Embarcadero Center Effect

Proposed

Market Street

Davis Street
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The concept for lower levels

Current condition: The entire “In Portman’s work, the surprise
infrastructure of the lower levels builds is often tucked within—the
around level 3: the promenade, moment you step inside, the
where it opens up fo the sea and unexpected unfolds-

the city. However, levels 1 and 2
are characterised by an introverted
approach to design with minimum
interaction with the surroundings.

S50, what if this alley becomes
that moment of wonder for
Embarcadero Center? A hidden
Vs passage, a quiet revelation”
The intention is to reorient the lowe
levels back to the city by rethinking
the fagades, the floor plates and the
programming. !

- Stela Kontogianni

. 4
o 0 . . g - "E-q
Key intervention is openingup P L
the central spine at sfre&]&és% 1es 0 Py
landscape alley, a passage with fuzzy‘,_;; . «

edges and surprise moments 'l'h_%ru{‘ '
Portman spirit. ok
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Spatial strategy

Break the concrete walls at places to restore visibility and bring activity outside - on the new street. The
current fagades and high vacancy rates at lower levels result in empty, dark and uninviting spaces.

UCB Thesis by Stela Kontogianni |'
——— ..-..T__.._,._ | l I

Introduce infill development along inactive facades (like Clay and Davis Street) to create rhythm, scale and
life along the street. The current 2-storey parking garage affects the user experience on the street.

Retain the interconnectivity on the upper levels and expand it beyond the block - into the nature where
possible. This way flows can happen at any level and direction.
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Programmatic strategy

The intention is to offer the diversity of uses found in Current condition: Land uses
the district within these four (4) blocks.

VacantSpace w1 30%
Together the spatial and programmatic strategies

aim to enhance porosity within and around the Service Areas mml  120%

Embarcadero Center. PublicRealm mmm — 190%

Office - 15%

More specifically: . F4+B - 10%
1,51 Retail B 15%

Permeability + L I
Openness g
Enhance strategic
gateways to
Embarcadero Centrer s

as pedestrian 12SI1S . DY
priority links. o '

€

Preservation +
Celebrate history
Respect the i
architectural i
significance of '
the infrastructure
by preserving key
elements.

sl e

Grouping + !
Relationships b |
Better integrate
Embarcadero )
Center to the o

surroundings through T e
programming. ; '
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Proposed condition: Floor plate spatial revisions and proposed program

SERVICE

AREAS 20%

Key changes in land uses

Certain land uses—such asQ@.cIDe%St?&p y Stela K

and beverage, and the public realm—will
retain their current Footprlnf

However, others will undergo significant
transformation; office space, which currently
accounts for approximately 15% of the

lower levels, will be reconfigured into 8%
flexible workspaces and 7% academic space.
Traditional retail will be replaced, while
currently vacant areas will be repurposed for
cultural uses and co-living units, introducing
new layers of activity and community life to the
site.

16%
14%

8%

VACANT

12%
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A day in Embarcadero Center Neighborhood

What is the new experience in the neighborhood and
how does it improve upon the current one?

The following pages offer an overview of the
proposed transformation, illustrated through sectional
drawings and renderings.

1. University hub in the
center of the City

Section 3. Design Framework

2. The Cultural heart of the
City

3. Affordable options for
working + living




The Embarcadero Center Effect

University hub in the center of the City

View showing multiple levels - Food court area
at street level, public realm with soft (landscape),
as well as hard surfaces (preserved paving
patterns), open views towards Ferry building,
connections across levels, collaborative space for
academia, industry and general public.

|
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Page 30 Section 3. Design Framework

The Cultural heart of the City

A space for galleries, outdoor exhibitions, a history ~ View showing the raised level transitioning from

museum, performances and other events. the waterfront and new frontage relationships with
levels 1 and 2. New level is now closer to level 2
offering new spatial opportunities.
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The Embarcadero Center Effect

Affordable options for working + living

View showing an active version of Clay Street that
promotes a neighborhood vibe through place-
making and frontage reconfigurations.

New uses include live/work units, flexible
workspace and research labs as well as dorm-style
residential units to attract wider demographics.

Page
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Embarcadero Center Neighborhood

g
g =
- =
: New neighborhood park. The underutilized . ) ) . .11_
: Maritime Plaza is reimagined as a neighborhood : Lf TR - d )
- hub—transformed into a complex of low-rise R | | ol B Js o i
- housing, tennis courts, public spaces, and il S '
: landscapes. Proposed infill development along : Y
: Washington, Davis, and Clay Streets creates o R 7
 a strong street edge, reinforcing a sense of LA dl R
- enclosure and a neighborhood atmosphere. 1 ]
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: University hub A cluster
: of local and international

T RTTRRRRRTRION 000 W O TORPRPREIRN  NESORL UL ey : : universities to share knowledge
: Affordable workmg & living. : between academia, industry

: A flexible co-working space is paired : and public :
Wlfh dorm-sfy|e housing above, [POSUSA b
: offering affordable living and working

: options for professionals, academics,

: entrepreneurs, and individuals of all

: ages and family structures.



: Ecological corridor. Rich topography with :
: multiple landscaped rooms offering different
 sensory experiences. Examples include the

: rainwater garden in the center as a key
 attraction, the existing playground, resting

: areas and ‘forest’ room:s.

...................................................................

: Embarcadero. P|acemak|ng
 interventions include more
: crossing points and paving

: improvements to create a shored
& ‘ ¥ : surface zone that prioritizes
D rnﬂf-p. §peo|estr|an movement. ‘
PR :
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\
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#F s N R Performance area. A
: y .  space for performances,
V. : profests, outdoor events

: Arts+culture hub.

: A space to celebrate

: memory, arts and public

- performances. A space for
: outdoor public exhibitions,
: museum, play, music and

: other events.

: and celebrations. A ska’re/
. : public plaza infegrated in
. the public realm.

450 600 ft
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Key elements of architectural importance

Tulip main staircase at EC4
which is the central piece of this
block connecting all levels.

Twisted stairs fo transition from
level 1 to level 2 - leading to the
central bridge of EC2 and EC3.

lconic bridge connecting EC2
and EC3 with double side stairs
leading to level 3: Promenade.
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Proposed elevation
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Paving patterns on all levels as Vines as the signature green Columns, as structural elements
well as on the surrounding public  asset of Embarcadero Center’s for the towers, but also part of
realm. lower levels. the experience at all levels.
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Final thoughts

Downtown revitalization has sparked countless strategies—from planning upgrades and policy shifts to
adaptive reuse, office-to-residential conversions, programmatic changes, and small-scale public realm

inferventions. But at the heart of it all lies a fundamental question: what makes a great city?2 And more

importantly, what broader vision connects all these fragmented, granular interventions2

For me, the answer is a connected city—one defined by its flows.

San Francisco, with its compact urban form and variety of street typologies—including dlleys, elevated
walkways and parks, underground corridors and so many more—offers a great opportunity to study,
create, and repair these flows. My thesis on the Embarcadero Center pushed me to think beyond a single
block and toward the larger systems that shape this part of the City. | studied flows across multiple scales:
district, neighborhood and local; wide enough to grasp the city’s structure, yet close enough to understand
the more social and spatial disconnections.

By following this methodology of repair, we can set the foundation for site-specific interventions - but

not the other way around. (Only with thislayered) systems-first approach cancelldrger vision become
attainable. A vision for a connected city - one that rethinks how high-rises engage with the street, what
new uses to bring in, how conversions might target just the lower levels rather than entire fowers and how
we can animate inactive streets to foster life and community.

One flow at a time!
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https:/ /www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/04/17 /us/san-francisco-earthquake-seismic-gamble. html

Caltrain extension in San Francisco
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