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Two rallies Saturday presented dueling visions for
the fate of the Great Highway, San Francisco’s coastal
boulevard at the center of a debate about how the city
uses its streets andwhether parks or cars shoulddom-
inate.

Voterswill decide the futureof a2-mile stretchof the
city’s westernmost oceanfront road in November.
PropositionKwouldbanprivatevehicleson theUpper
Great Highway between Lincoln Way and Sloat Bou-
levard for good, turning it into a “transformative” park
for pedestrians and cyclists, supporters say. For the
past three years, the road has been closed to traffic on
weekends on a trial basis.

“Closing (the highway) is not feasible, is not a good
idea, and it wasn’t brought as a community-led com-
promise,” Sunset District resident Albert Chow, own-
er of GreatWall Hardware, said to a crowd of about 35
community members on Market Street.

Just two hours later, about 80 communitymembers
at a Panhandle Playground rally listened as Sunset
resident Josh Kelly called the campaign to create a
Great Highway park “part of a long tradition of San
Franciscans reclaiming space in their city for people

Residents
split on fate
of Great
Highway
PropK foes raise congestionworries;
supporters see ‘transformative’ park

By Ko Lyn Cheang

Highway continues on A10

Mount Olympus may be San Francisco’s biggest
anticlimax.

The hilltop mini park in the center of the city
rests at the dead end of a
winding road, just above 17th
Street between Tank Hill and
Buena Vista Park. But it re-
mains invisible until it’s right
in front of your face. The
imposing climb to the land-

mark — 300 feet of elevation from the nearest Muni
Metro stop — includes at least two spots where you
think, “This can’t possibly be the right way.”

Then, when you reach the end of your urban
hike — thankful for the invention of GPS and
smartphones — there’s a meticulously landscaped
foundation, with stone staircases and ramparts
leading up to a massive, 15-foot-tall stone pedestal.
On the top of that pedestal is … absolutely nothing.

No statue, no dedication, no explanation. The
only clue that anything once graced the vacant
platform is faded etching on the stone. Just one
word remains, worn by time into an incomplete

Mount Olympus
anothermystery
in city’s vast lore
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San Francisco resident Rudy
Ragan could not believe it when
his insurer of nearly 27 years,
Safeco, dropped him over pud-
dling on his Sunnyside roof. His
own climb onto the roof turned
up no problems, and he said the
company did not send an inspec-
tor — just used aerial imagery.

“Never expected it in my life,”
said Ragan, who eventually
found a different insurance plan
— at more than double the price.

LikeRagan,manySanFrancis-
cans are astonished to discover
that the insurance crisis, with its
ever-growing list ofnonrenewals,
extends far beyond rural Califor-
nia. Within the city, roofers and
electricians report increasing

numbersof calls inrecentmonths
from homeowners told by their
insurers to make repairs or re-
placements. Real estate agents
have gone on alert, fearing that
mortgage deals will fall through
in the absence of insurance. And
the number of San Franciscans
enrolled in the California FAIR
Plan, the high-cost insurer of last
resort for the state, has suddenly
ballooned.

“Within the last nine months
to ayear,westarted tohearmore”
about insurance, said Supervisor
Ahsha Safaí. People are calling to
report that their insurance com-
panies are threatening to drop
themunless theymakeupgrades,
he said.

Sometimes, thereasonfornon-
renewal has nothing to do with
maintenance. That was the case

Insurance crisis hits S.F. homeowners
More repairs being required; agents fear collapse ofmortgage deals

Lea Suzuki/The Chronicle

Steve Simon, who rents a condo in the Dogpatch neighborhood
to his family, saw an 11% rise in association dues after the build-
ing’s master insurance policy jumped from $19,090 to $41,652.

By Carolyn Stein

Insurance continues on A8

There’s plenty to see at
the corner of Grant Ave-
nue and California Street,
what with a cable car stop
and focused bay views,
the theatrical splendor of
1908’s Sing Chong Build-
ing and Old St. Mary’s
Church with its brick
walls that date back to
1853.

No wonder it’s easy to

skim past the three-story
glass office building at 675
California St.

Which is a good thing
these days.

For all the attention that
gets paid to the obvious
signs of downtown San

Francisco’s post-pandemic
struggles — everyone
knows that Nordstrom
closed and Macy’s is pack-
ing its bags — lingering
scars like this one, in
some ways, make me
saddest of all. Four years
after COVID derailed
Union Square and the
Financial District, it’s hard
to walk by the battered

buildings and vacant
storefronts and imagine a
scenario where things
improve for the better, en
masse, anytime soon.

The scene at 675 Cali-
fornia is even more pain-
ful because, until 2020, the
elegantly discreet rectan-
gle was one of those un-
expected delights that give

Architectural ‘jewel’ betrays S.F.’s struggle

JOHN KING
URBAN DESIGN

King continues on A9

A year after a suspicious fire
engulfed ahalf-built condo com-
plex in San Francisco’s Hayes
Valley—damaging two adjacent
structures and leaving a dozen
people homeless — what re-
mains of the building has be-
comea refuge for squatters, rais-
ing fears that the property could
once again become a fire hazard,
according to neighbors.

On Tuesday, a group of Hayes
Valley residents descended on a
director’s hearing at the Depart-

Photos by Stephen Lam/The Chronicle

The housing development on 300 Octavia St. in San Francisco was damaged during a 2023 four-alarm
fire and has remained blighted. Since then, neighbors have reported that squatters may have moved in.

Squatters renew
neighbors’ fire fears
Previously burned building left ‘abandoned and unsecured’

The Hayes
Valley
Neighbor-
hood
Association
president
says there
is evidence
of people
living on
the
property.

By J.K. Dineen

Fire continues on A10
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for Monterey Heights resident
Betty Dvorno, whose home was
dropped by Safeco, a LibertyMu-
tual subsidiary, due to her home
being located in an area that is
“too densely concentrated,”
which means that the company
had toomanypolicies in her area.

A Safeco spokesperson previ-
ously told the Chronicle that the
company limits the number of
policies itwrites in any given area
to make sure it isn’t dispropor-
tionately impacted in the event of
a multi-home disaster.

The situation left Dvorno and
her caretaker, Nancy Reilly,
scrambling to find a new insurer.
Together, thepairspenthours fig-
uring out different options and
even counting how many feet
Dvorno’s home was from the
nearest fire hydrant.

“They’re treating us as if we’re
in a rural, nonpopulated, dense
area,” Reilly said.

No single areaof SanFrancisco
stands out as the most affected,
saidBrianSullivan, abrokerwith
Avail InsuranceSolutions.But is-
sues raised by insurers in the city
include maintenance of older
homes and proximity to parks,
which in Sullivan’s view could be
due to more cautious wildfire
mapping by companies.

San Francisco, like the rest of
the state, has seen a sharp rise in
the number of residents on Cali-
fornia’s FAIR Plan, which serves
as an expensive last resort for
those who are unable to find in-
surance with mainstream com-
panies. Some 823 city homes are
now on the FAIR Plan, up from
364 in 2019 — though overall
numbers are still tiny compared
with the city’s 406,000 housing
units.

The neighborhoods that have
by far seen the greatest increase
in FAIR Plan users are in the In-
gleside-Excelsior and Crocker-
Amazon areas.

Safaí, whose district includes
those areas, said he thinks the in-
creases are due to peoplewho are
“house rich but cash poor” —
meaning that the home was in-
herited but the family members
might not be able to afford to
makeenoughrenovations tomeet

insurers’ expectations, pushing
them to eventually get dropped
and go on the FAIR Plan.

“It’s unfortunate that it’s play-
ing out andhittingworking fami-
lies, and the sticker price can be
shocking,” he said, adding that
the crisis “has to be something
that we advocate for through our
state delegation.”

Premiums are rising even for
San Franciscans not on the FAIR
Plan. Homeowners in the city
who get coverage from one of the
10 largest insurers pay premiums
that are about one-third higher
than the state average, largely re-
flecting the high cost of replacing
city homes.

Nina Hatvany, a real estate
agent in San Francisco, said in-
surance used to be one of the last
steps she would consider in a
home sale. That all changed a
year ago when Hatvany realized
that olderhomeswith certain fea-
tures were struggling to get in-
sured.

“We used to have, ‘Oops, three
days before the closing, better get
insurance because it’s wise to
have insurance,’” Hatvany said.
“Now,we’remakinginsuranceof-
ten the contingency of the pur-
chase.”

Though none of her deals have
yet gone awry due to insurance,
she’s wary: “It’s spread from sin-
gle-family homes with repair or
age issues to every single proper-
ty,” she said.

In San Francisco, more than
40%of homeswere built in or be-
fore 1940, according to Census

Bureau data. Last year, Farmers
Insurance said it would stop re-
newing policies for apartments,
townhomes and condominiums
built before 1925. Safeco has
stopped writing new policies for
homes built before 1976 with out-
dated electrical systems.

Old wiring that dates back a
century can make it “almost im-
possible to find coverage,” said
JerryBecerra, presidentofBarba-
ry Insurance Brokerage.

Knob-and-tube wiring, which
was common in homes until the
late1930s,wasdesigned to carry a
lighter load of electricity and
when overpowered can lead to
fires.

Pauric O’Flaithbheartaigh, an
electrician working in San Fran-
cisco, said that over the past six
months, about 60% of his busi-
ness was related to replacing
knob-and-tube wiring, up from
about 10% previously. He attri-
butes the increase to homeown-
ers running into problems with
insurance companies.

“There doesn’t seem to be any
kindofgrayarea,”O’Flaithbhear-
taigh said, noting that the fixes
are costly and can take a month.
“It’s just either you do it or we’re
dropping you.”

But replacing knob-and-tube
wiring can be daunting, as John
Garcia, who owns a three-unit
building near theCastro, recently
found.

Garcia discovered that he will
be non-renewed by State Farm in
December. To qualify for new in-
surance, he concluded that he

must fully replaceknob-and-tube
wiring in the units, one of which
he lives in, despite the other up-
grades to electrical systems he’s
made in the past. But that means
breaking plastered walls and of-
fering his tenants the option of
temporarily relocating.

Garcia plans to make the
change this fall and knows the
building will be safer for it, but it
will cost him around $110,000.

“That’s a pretty big hit for a lit-
tle guy like me,” Garcia said. “I
don’t have that inpocket change. I
had to go apply for loans and get
approvals for them.”

Aging roofs are also getting
more scrutiny in San Francisco,
with companies using aerial im-
ages and even drones to assess
quality and look for things like
moss or flat roofs that can lead to
leakage.

Scott Davis at Standard Roof-
ing in San Francisco said that
since late last year he has been
getting an average of three to four
calls a week from people dealing
with roof-related insurance is-
sues — significantly more than
even a year ago.

“I think that (insurers) exag-
gerate a little bit,” Davis said.
Ponding—a common issue these
days with insurers, he said — is
“not a reason to replace the roof,”
inhisview,because thewaterwill
eventually evaporate, even if a
drain or downspout needs fixing.

Ragan, the Sunnyside home-
owner, climbed to his own roof to
check for ponding after receiving
a nonrenewal notice.

“I went up there. I took pic-
turesof theroof. I rolledagolfball
down certain areas of the roof to
show that there was absolutely
no puddling,” Ragan said.

Safeco said that it does not use
drones but does use satellite im-
agery to identify issues on home-
owners’ roofs. “Advances in satel-
lite imageryareuseful to fullyun-
derstand the condition of a prop-
erty and to identify issues thatwe
— and homeowners— otherwise
may not know exist,” a spokes-
person said.

Janet Ruiz, a spokesperson for
the Insurance Information Insti-
tute, noted that aerial photogra-
phy “saves you from having to
take timeoffworkandbeathome
when an inspector comes.”

Another group of San Francis-

cans affected by the crisis is con-
do owners, who often face added
complexity because every condo
is also governed by a master in-
surance policy, which covers
damage to the building, grounds
and outdoor features. Foremost
Insurance Co., a Farmers Group
subsidiary, stopped insuring all
condos in the state earlier this
year; some other companies are
now reevaluating the master pol-
icies and, in some cases, raising
the insurance price for reasons
thatcondoownersoften findtobe
illogical.

Steve Simon owns a condo in
the Dogpatch neighborhood that
he’s renting out to his family. He
recently saw his condo’s master
insurance policy jump from
around $19,090 to $41,652, which
means that his monthly dues to
his condominium association are
going to goupnearly11%.The rea-
son, the property manager told
him, is just that insurers are rais-
ing premiums.

“He said, ‘You’re lucky. You’re
not getting a triple or quadruple
bill from the insurance compa-
ny,’” Simon said, recounting a
conversationwith propertyman-
agement. “I found that to be abso-
lutely astonishing.”

Another flummoxedSanFran-
ciscan is Beth Brown, who was
told by Liberty Mutual in March
that the fire insurance for the Po-
trero Hill property she owned
would not be renewed by Liberty
Mutual Fire Insurance, which,
according to the letter she re-
ceived, is “no longer renewing or
writing Standard Fire personal
insurance policies in this state.”

The California nonrenewals,
the company told the Chronicle,
are due to “an antiquated plat-
form that we are retiring compa-
nywide.”

Brown — who had been with
Liberty Mutual for decades —
said her house was remodeled
around 1997 and that she makes
frequent renovations tokeep it up
to date.

The nonrenewal, she said, was
“sort of like a boyfriend who
breaksupwithyouandcan’t real-
ly tell you why.”
Sriharsha Devulapalli and Megan Fan

Munce contributed to this report.

Reach Carolyn Stein:
carolyn.stein@sfchronicle.com
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S.F homeowners covered by one of the 10 largest insurers pay
about one-third more in premiums than the state average.

When tens of thousands of
Burning Man attendees gather
in the Nevada desert this week
to mingle, attend events and, of
course, watch the titular burn-
ing of awooden effigy known as
the “Man,” there’s a chance that
most of them will be women.

That was the case at last
year’s event, when slightlymore
people who attended Burning
Man identified as female than
male — the first time for the
event since at least 2013, accord-
ing to a demographic survey
conducted by organizers.

An estimated 49% of people
who went to Black Rock City —
the temporary town built and
demolished byBurningManor-
ganizers each festival — in 2023
identified as female, marginally
higher than the 48% of attend-
ees who identified asmale. That
reflects a stark change from
2013,when40%ofBurners iden-
tified as female and 58% identi-

fied as male.
About 74,000 people gath-

ered in Black Rock City last
year, down from 79,000 in 2019,
according to organizers.

The share of female attendees
grew from 2019 to 2022 — the
first BurningMan after the pan-
demic began — but male Burn-
ers still had a larger presence.

The share of attendees with an-
other gender identity also saw a
slight increase from about 2% in
2022 to 3% in 2023.

Last year’s Burning Man also
had the highest share of first-
time attendees since at least
2013, when organizers changed
how they collect data. Nearly
45%ofBurnerswere at the event
for the first time, a jump from
the less than 30% in 2022. The
share of first-timers had gradu-
ally declined in the years lead-
ing up to the pandemic, from
40% in 2016 to about 25% in 2019.

The rise in the share of first-
time Burners was accompanied
by a more modest increase in
the percentage of attendees
coming from outside the United
States. About 20% Burners said
in 2023 that they lived outside
the country, up slightly from
16% in 2022.

The share of Burners from
California declined slightly over
the same year, and the percent-
age from a U.S. location other

than California or Nevada
dipped from 42% to 40%.

Data from last year’s Burning
Man indicated at least one other
trend continued — Burners are
increasinglywealthy.About18%
of Burners had household in-
comes of at least $300,000 a
year, up from 16% in 2022 and
13% in 2019.

It’s too early to determine
whether last year’s trends will
hold. The festival drew national
attention in 2023 after it was
caught by heavy rain and mud-
dy ground that left attendees
stranded for days. One person
died at the event.

Demand for tickets to this
year’s Burning Man appears to
have cooled, and the opening of
Black Rock City was delayed by
rain, with organizers asking
Burners to postpone travel until
weather improved.

Reach Christian Leonard:
christian.leonard@
sfchronicle.com

Morewomen thanmen attend BurningMan
By Christian Leonard

Andy Barron/Associated Press 2013

Women are increasingly attending Burning Man, the annual
gathering in the Nevada desert that culminates with the
burning of a wooden effigy.

Scientists observed a dozen
killer whales attacking a group
of humpbackwhales just off the
Farallon Islands Thursday in
an ultra-rare encounter, scien-
tists on the islands said.

From about 8:20 a.m. to
around 4:15 p.m., scientists ob-
served about 15 killer whales
hunting a group of seven to 10
humpback whales, according
to Jim Tietz, a biologist at the
Point Blue Farallon Island Pro-
gram who observed the en-
counter. The encounter oc-
curred half a mile from the Far-
allon Islands, or around 27
miles west of San Francisco.

The killer whales were seen
circling the humpbacks, at one
point splitting the group into
two, and they eventually target-
ed one individual humpback
and attempted to exhaust the
animal, Tietz said. Scientists
observed the encounter
through binoculars on shore
and closer up in a boat later on.

Scientists do not know

whether the targeted hump-
back survived, Tietz said. The
encounter moved northwest in
the afternoon, and scientists
lost sight.

It is extremely rare to see
killer whales attacking hump-
backs. Tietz, who has been

working on the islands almost
every season since 2000, said
he has never seen such an at-
tack.

“It’s a once in a lifetime event
for us,” Tietz said.

Earlier this month on Aug. 9,
scientists found a dead juvenile

male humpback that appeared
to have died from orca preda-
tion. The whale washed ashore
at Fort Funston near the Gold-
en Gate National Recreation
Area, according to the Califor-
nia Academy of Sciences.

But observing the killer

whales actively attacking is
very uncommon, according to
Nancy Black, the director of the
nonprofit California Killer
Whale Project, who has been
studying the animals for over
30 years. “These killer whales
normally hunt seals, sea lions,
dolphins and even gray whale
calves but have never been seen
pursuing in an aggressive way
humpback whales,” she wrote
in a statement.

The killer whales involved in
the attack are part of a coastal
population that usually ranges
from Southern California to
British Columbia, according to
Black.

Point Blue researchers on the
island captured the encounter
on a live webcam, and multiple
prominent whale researchers
tuned in, Tietz said.

“Maybe this is a new feeding
strategy for the killer whales in
this area,” Tietz said. “It’s inter-
esting to get these data points.”

Reach Maliya Ellis: maliya.
ellis@hearst.com

Rare sighting of orcas attacking humpbacks thrills scientists

Mackenzie Cahill/U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Media

Three killer whales swim off the Farallon Islands on Thursday. Scientists watched as about 15
killer whales attacked a group of humpbacks — a “once in a a lifetime” sighting.

By Maliya Ellis


