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“Now the college can move forward in hopes of getting these students into a genuine campus.”
ALAN SPARER, lawyer for City College of San Francisco
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The Chinatown campus of City College of San Francisco would be in two buildings rising behind the Colombo Building of 1913 (in foreground).
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Chinatown campus go-ahead

Judge denies move
to block City College
construction plan

By Bob Egelko

CHRONICLE STAFF WRITER

A judge refused Thursday to block
construction of a high-rise campus in
Chinatown for City College of San
Francisco, a project that has with-
stood opposition from some local
businesses and residents in the de-
cade since the school first proposed it.

Judge Paul Alvarado of San Fran-
cisco Superior Court denied an in-
junction sought by Montgomery
Washington, which owns commer-
cial offices in a building near the
planned campus. The company ar-
gued that the project would be out of
scale for the neighborhood and de-
tract from some of its historic build-
ings.

The company will have another
chance to block construction when
its lawsuit against City College goes
to trial in April. A separate lawsuit by

a group called Neighbors for Preser-
vation, Land Use and Community
Education, challenging the college’s
environmental review of the project,
is scheduled for a hearing in Decem-
ber.

Construction is due to begin next
summer, with a tentative completion
date in early 2011.

The campus will consist of a 14-
story, 215-foot tower on the northeast
corner of Kearny and Washington
streets, and a four-story building
down the block at Washington and
Columbus Avenue. It will house 42
classrooms and laboratories, admin-
istrative offices and a community au-
ditorium to serve 6,500 students.

Now in a dozen sites

City College students now take
classes at about a dozen sites scattered
around Chinatown.

“Now the college can move for-
ward in hopes of getting these stu-
dentsintoa genuine campusand gen-
uine college community and not just
be spread out in these old buildings,”
said Alan Sparer, the college’s lawyer.

The ruling is “great news for the

community,” said Vincent Pan, exec-
utive director of Chinese for Affirma-
tive Action, which mobilized com-
munity groups last year to submit
20,000 signatures to the college trust-
ees in support of the long-debated
project.

Montgomery Washington’s law-
yer was unavailable for comment.

The trustees used their legal au-
thority in October 2007 to exempt the
project from the city’s 65-foot height
limit for buildings in the area. The
lawsuit contends that the college ille-
gally exempted itself from the city’s
planning process and hid the impact
of the project from the public.

City College contended that as
part of the state community college
system, it was exempt from San Fran-
cisco’s planning rules.

In hearings before Alvarado, Mi-
chael McKeeman, lawyer for Mont-
gomery Washington, argued that a
settlement of a previous lawsuit re-
quired City College to submit its
plans to a preservation architect to
make sure they were compatible with
the neighboring Jackson Square His-
toric District and the Colombo Build-

ing. He said the college had never ob-
tained that review and had falsely
stated that it did so.

College’s argument

Sparer, City College’s lawyer, told
the judge that the settlement con-
tained no such requirement and that
an architectural expert hired by dis-
trict officials had concluded that the
high-rise was compatible with all
nearby buildings.

Aninjunction requiring further ar-
chitectural review would be “a catas-
trophe,” Sparer said, costing the dis-
trict $49 million in state bond funds
and delaying completion of the cam-
pus for at least three years.

In Thursday’s ruling, Alvarado
agreed with Sparer’s reading of the
settlement, and also said the design of
the campus “includes architectural
details ensuring its compatibility
with the Colombo Building and Jack-
son Square.” The judge said the col-
lege would probably lose millions of
dollars if he granted the injunction.

E-mail Bob Egelko at
begelko@sfchronicle.com.



