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Area. These real-world issues force cities to balance the tech world’s nominally 
utopian ideals and equitable policy making. Fortunately, city and regional gov-
ernments are becoming savvier about introducing regulatory levers designed not 
only to capture the economic benefits of new technology but also to mitigate its 
negative effects.

HUNDREDS OF TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES  

have made the Bay Area their home. Because of 
their unique position as a fulcrum of innova-
tion, San Francisco and other cities in the region 
are on the front lines of dealing with the many 
challenges associated with the fast-growing list  
of platforms. 

In many ways, we are all the beneficiaries of that 
geographical hub of innovation—the efficiency, 
optimization, and opportunity that comes from 
rapid technological advancement—but locally there 
are losers, too. Income disparity, growth manage-
ment challenges, housing shortages, and mounting 
unaffordability put a profound strain on the Bay 

[]H
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Sidewalk wars
In late 2017, a robot named Marble (also the name of its parent company) started 
rolling down sidewalks alongside humans, delivering food in San Francisco’s Mis-
sion District. The company uses robotic technology to tackle the thorny “last-mile 
problem” surrounding services that deliver food and goods to urbanites. But, as 

A rider zooms past 
Oakland's Lake Merritt 
on a Lime electric 
scooter. 
PHOTO BY JESSICA 

CHRISTIAN/SAN FRANCISCO 

CHRONICLE/POLARIS
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include anticipating emerging technology before it’s 
deployed; evaluating permits on a case-by-case basis 
according to its impact on public spaces, equity, 
accessibility, data, ethics, and security; creating a 
“front door” to help innovators navigate the permit-
ting process; and developing a collaboration play-
book to clearly communicate the responsibilities 
and expectations on behalf of both the city and the 
companies seeking permits.

While a company’s responsibility is to its share-
holders, cities are charged with protecting the pub-
lic interest. One of the working group’s tasks is to 
develop criteria to guide city agencies in making 
clear decisions when it comes to the permitting 
process, no matter what unanticipated forms of new 
technology spring up in the future. 

“[We’re] trying to find that balance between sup-
porting those operating emerging technology and 
protecting our public infrastructure—residents, 
their privacy, labor, more vulnerable communities,” 
says Yee’s legislative aide, Erica Maybaum. 

A clear permitting process will ultimately allow 
operators to develop technology that fits within the 
city’s boundaries.

‘Techquity’ across the Bay
Early last year, San Francisco and Oakland were 
hit with a deluge of Birds, Limes, and Scoots. This 
was an invasive species of an unprecedented vari-
ety, as app-enabled dockless scooters began to fill 
sidewalks (and, in some rogue cases, even trees and 
lakes). To planners at OakDOT, Oakland’s depart-
ment of transportation, it represented an unexpected 
solution to “last mile” issues in neighborhoods like 
East Oakland that are historically starved of transit 

with other examples of private-sector innovation 
introducing something unforeseen into the public 
space, the robot creates problems of its own. Gener-
ally, motor vehicles fall under the purview of the San 
Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency, while 
the city’s Department of Public Works has the power 
to permit sidewalk infrastructure. Marble is essen-
tially a motor vehicle using the sidewalk. 

In just the past three years, San Francisco emerged 
as the testing ground for new technologies the city’s 
existing regulatory infrastructure wasn’t equipped 
to oversee—from delivery robots to autonomous 
vehicles. “It seemed like we were always reacting to 
something, and the initial reactions caused a lot of 
confusion, like who was supposed to react to what,” 
says San Francisco Supervisor Norman Yee. Yee saw 
the need to introduce a clear permitting process that 
elevates the city’s priorities of safety, fairness, equity, 
accessibility, and efficiency.

Yee acknowledges that the city is often unable to 
keep up with the pace of new technology, and that 
the model of passing legislation to react to each new 
issue has become inefficient and time-consuming.

This ultimately spurred Yee to propose the city’s 
Emerging Technologies Open Working Group in 
April 2018. Comprised of a multisectoral coali-
tion of city agencies, community organizations, 
and industry representatives, the working group is 
charged with going beyond reacting to new technol-
ogy to ultimately develop a framework for anticipat-
ing innovation. The group—which was also open to 
the public—met monthly from July to November 
2018, ultimately developing a set of initial recom-
mendations to guide policy makers working with 
emerging technology permits. Recommendations 

SAN FRANCISCO'S EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES COLLABORATION LIFECYCLE  
The problem: To anticipate the impact and benefits emerging technologies may have requires greater awareness that they are coming. 
Recommendations: The Emerging Technology Working Group suggest four strategies inform future legislation on emerging technologies. One of 
them, the Collaboration Lifecycle (below), illustrates a series of structured collaborations with companies, the community, and city staff to help San 
Francisco build relationships and better anticipate what’s coming next. See them all at bit.ly/2P9ImYe.

Collaboration 
type Establishing connections Working with 

the city Testing in the city Launch Ongoing 
engagement

Activities Forecast Information 
exchange

Calls for 
solutions Pilot User 

testing Permit Deepening 
engagement

Key Actions Collaboration 
playbook

Informal 
forum

Partnership 
opportunities

Regional 
“sandbox”

Equity 
impact 
assessment

Create 
permit

Strategy to 
close the digital 
divide
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to develop shared frameworks and best practices—
and incorporate the complex needs of low-income 
communities, says Clarrissa Cabansagan, the new 
mobility policy director at TransForm, a local trans-
portation advocacy organization. But in many cases, 
the go-to planners’ goal of transforming drivers into 
cyclists or pedestrians ignores a reality exemplified 
in the Bay Area’s demographic shifts: As rising rents 
displace people and families from the transit-rich 
urban core and shifts them into areas built with auto 
dependency in mind, the gaps in transit alternatives 
pose a crucial concern. 

“We assume that all folks have 9-to-5 jobs. We’re 
planning for peak levels of service. But what about 
the woman with kids and multiple jobs who has no 
other alternative to [using] her car?” Cabansagan 
says. “I want technology to highlight [those needs]. 
If we don’t highlight those trips as important, if we 
treat them as the CEO of Lyft getting from meeting 
to meeting, we lose that opportunity.”

infrastructure and infrequently served by Alameda 
County Transit and Bay Area Rapid Transit, the 
region’s commuter rail.

Oakland is unique in that its city departments, 
community investment, and policy-making efforts 
are evaluated by its Department of Race and Equity, 
which launched in 2016. That department quickly 
began to notice a mobility trend this year: Black 
and brown youth were among the earliest adopters 
of scooters. Considering their needs, and ensuring 
that scooter companies are responsive to them, 
is an example of how city government can elevate 
equity in creative ways that aren’t typically thought 
of as related to equitable outcomes. Though some-
times cities can focus equity only on policy areas 
like housing and education, Oakland has recognized 
that successful equity initiatives permeate through-
out all municipal functions.   

For most cities, emerging technology is squarely 
in the mobility realm, presenting new opportunities 

San Francisco is trying 
to get ahead of—not 
just react to—new 
technologies and the 
opportunities and 
challenges they bring. 
For now, delivery 
robots like this Starship 
Technologies model 
are banned from most 
places in the city.
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Francisco’s Emerging Technology Working Group’s 
recommendations, the Shared Mobility Principles 
are intended to establish clear expectations for com-
panies looking to operate in Oakland, and to com-
municate OakDOT’s priorities to the public.  

Looking forward
Other cities can look to San Francisco and Oakland 
as potential models for implementing anticipatory 
frameworks for emerging technology policy. But 
what about capturing the value those companies 
bring to the table?

Despite its nominally “progressive” ideals, the 
tech industry has often fallen short of good cor-
porate citizenship. Last year, a new ballot initiative 
sought to change that pattern in San Francisco. 
Proposition C, which voters passed in November, 
was developed by the nonprofit Coalition on Home-
lessness to address the city’s homelessness epidemic. 

The proposition imposes a gross receipts tax on 
businesses doing more than $50 million in total 
income, specifically allocating funding to a newly 
created Our City, Our Home fund. Based on the 
philosophy that the only way to tackle homelessness 
is to build housing, half of the fund will go to con-
struction, permanent supportive housing, and pre-
serving single-room-occupancy buildings through 
the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community 
Development, creating an estimated 4,000 units over 
the next eight years. 

Funds will also go to wraparound mental health 
services and renter protections. The effort could net 
the city around $300 million in dedicated funding. 
(As of our publication date, there was some dis-
pute surrounding Proposal C; while the proposal 
passed by a 60–40 majority, because it contains 
specific budget allocations, some say it needs a 
two-thirds majority to pass according to California  
state law.)

Throughout the election cycle, Prop C became a 
de facto referendum on the social responsibilities of 
the city’s technology companies. The influx of high- 
wage earners has disrupted the entire region’s hous-
ing costs and has contributed to extreme income 
disparity, which has led to a period of unprecedented 
displacement. In a move that came as a surprise to 
grassroots advocates who are used to sparring with 
billionaires, Salesforce CEO and San Francisco 
native Marc Benioff emerged as a vocal proponent 
and contributed his company’s resources to support 
Prop C. In a city full of tech wealth, he was the only 
CEO to back the effort. Benioff and Twitter/Square 

A longtime equity advocate and transportation 
planner from San Francisco, Cabansagan began 
working with OakDOT, the city of Oakland, and 
private companies to ensure that community voices 
were at the table so that they could capture transit 
users routinely ignored by planners and technology 
companies. Three years ago, when bike share and car 
share were on the forefront of mobility discourse, 
Oakland planners brought in Cabansagan and her 
organization to consider displacement implications. 
They found that the most successful conversations 
happen when planners can think beyond typical 
modes of engagement. 

Community focus
This past year, with dockless scooters on the menu, 
OakDOT partnered with TransForm and other 
local organizations to do outreach in communities 
that have been historically excluded from planning 
processes, giving them more robust and meaningful 
insight on how residents actually use the technology 
and helping them identify needs that might not oth-
erwise be surfaced. This approach allowed OakDOT 
to augment its limited staff with staff from other 
organizations who were already familiar with issues 
happening on the ground and, due to existing rela-
tionships with community members, could solicit 
candid feedback. 

Now, TransForm is partnering with Lyft to 
expand bike and scooter share into East Oakland 
in an intentional way. Communities there have 
been empowered to negotiate with these companies 
for community benefits like jobs and meaningful 
investment. Cabansagan sees this as neighborhoods 
getting what they deserve from companies with a 
long history of extracting resources from the com-
munity without giving much back. 

“The backlog of need isn’t just public investment; 
it’s public and private investment that contributed to 
the inequities we see today,” Cabansagan says.

Another way OakDOT has leveraged its limited 
resources to tackle the scooter dilemma is by forming 
a Shared Mobility Advisory Committee, an ad-hoc, 
informal advisory group comprised of representa-
tives from a number of disciplinary areas—afford-
able housing, economic development, environment, 
transit equity, city government (including BART), 
and city council members. The group developed a set 
of Shared Mobility Principles released in early 2018 
(see next page) that guide transportation planners 
in meeting public needs when creating regulation 
around transportation technologies. Similar to San 

Dig Deeper
Learn more live 
at NPC18 with 
mobile workshops 
tk. 

Katrina  
Retrospective  
New Orleans 
Mobile Tour
A guided 
perspective of 
land-use and 
transportation 
changes in the 
New Orleans area 
since Hurricane 
Katrina.

Learn more at 
planning.org/npc.
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Mays has seen the failures of making choices that 
prioritize technology over people, to the detriment 
of the urban fabric. In a world where demographics 
are changing more rapidly than ever, city govern-
ments need to be responsive and forward-thinking; 
Mays frames this as the demands of the innovation 
cycle (which can often be six to 18 months, depend-
ing on the sector) versus long-term responsibility. 
#SMARTCOHORT uses an Ecodistrict Framework 
(a community development protocol that centers 
equity and sustainability) to evaluate the needs of 
the city, ensuring that technology investment doesn’t 
overshadow the actual needs of residents. 
Juell Stewart is a city planner, policy researcher, and freelance 
writer based in San Francisco. She writes about the myriad 
ways technology shapes urban development, community 
engagement, and social participation at juellstewart.com.

CEO Jack Dorsey got into a public debate about 
the initiative, with Dorsey accusing the initiative of 
being unfair to big businesses like his.

While Proposal C is a significant attempt to hold 
tech companies accountable, it will likely remain 
up to those outside the industry—policy makers, 
planners, and allied professionals—to manage their 
impact and innovations for the public interest. 

Carla Mays founded the consulting firm 
#SMARTCOHORT to help city governments navi-
gate urban design and civic tech with citizens and 
sustainability in mind. “We’ll never know what’s 
coming, but we have to deal with challenges like 
housing and transit and the ways they interact with 
the public sector,” says Mays, who is also the research 
and strategy director of the firm. 

OAKLAND’S SHARED MOBILITY PRINCIPLES
Oakland’s Department of Transportation has established guiding equity principles to ensure that shared mobility services like bike share, car share, 
and scooter share meet the needs of residents that are currently underserved by existing transportation. Find a preview below, and read them in full 
at oaklandca.gov/resources/shared-mobility-principles. 

INCLUSIVE OUTREACH 
AND ENGAGEMENT 
Consult low-income 
communities, 
communities of 
color, and persons 
experiencing disabilities 
during all phases of 
development. 
 

RACIAL EQUITY
 Include communities of 
color and their common 
destinations in the 
service area. Identify 
and reduce barriers 
to access, and ensure 
that service does not 
discriminate based on 
race.

TRAFFIC SAFETY 
Intentionally design 
services to increase 
safety by reducing 
collisions and providing 
education and training. 
Equitable access to 
services. Provide 
physical, cultural, 
financial, and digital 
access to transportation 
options to jobs, housing, 
and other essential 
services for low-income 
communities of color. 

PUBLIC TRANSIT
Facilitate public transit 
use by colocating 
services with transit 
stops, designating 
pick-up and drop-off 
zones, providing service 
in transit-poor areas, and 
integrating payment. 

AFFORDABILITY 
Pricing should allow low-
income individuals to 
regularly use the service, 
or deeply discounted 
options should be 
provided. Cash payment 
should be allowed. 

HEALTHY 
COMMUNITIES AND 
ENVIRONMENT 
Promote active 
transportation; 
reduce pollution 
and greenhouse gas 
emissions, especially 
in communities 
of color facing a 
disproportionately high 
burden of air pollution; 
and plan for climate and 
hazard resiliency.

EMPLOYMENT 
AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT Provide 
well-paying jobs and 
ownership opportunities 
hiring locally by 
partnering with 
workforce development 
organizations and 
contracting with local 
disadvantaged business 
enterprises. 

PRIVACY AND 
PERSONAL DATA 
Protect privacy and 
allow personal control 
over personal data. 
Clearly communicate 
with the city and with 
the public which private 
data is being collected 
and how it will be used.

COLLABORATION AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
Commit to partner 
with the city to help 
achieve an equitable 
transportation system. 
Collaboration may 
include data-sharing 
agreements, community 
benefits agreements, 
equity-focused pilot 
projects, and other 
programs. Shared 
mobility providers 
should not intentionally 
deceive regulators 
or withhold critical 
information.


