
 

 

Powell Street Improvement Project 
Request for Proposals 
Design Services 
 
Project Summary: 
 
As Downtown San Francisco emerges from the Pandemic, lower Powell Street, entryway into 
Union Square and home of the iconic cable car turnaround, is ripe for change and new 
investment.  The City of San Francisco and the Union Square Alliance are partnering to design 
and construct upgrades to the public realm along Powell between Market and Geary.   
 
The City has allocated a total of $4 million dollars to support an upgrade to the sidewalk and 
pedestrian experience on Powell Street between Market and Geary Streets. The City has asked 
the Union Square Alliance to lead the schema�c design and design development phases of the 
project.  A decision will be made in the future as to who will lead the construc�on documents 
and construc�on phase of the project. 
 
The project assumes the removal of the exis�ng metallic “parklet” structures on Powell 
between Ellis and Geary, which are past their useful life�mes. The project goal is to improve the 
pedestrian environment, poten�ally including sidewalks, new sidewalk extensions, landscaping, 
ligh�ng and wayfinding.  The $4 million total budget is limited for this scope of work. The 
Alliance and the City are aware that choices and tradeoffs will need to be made as part of any 
successful design.  
 
The Alliance is seeking through this Request for Proposals a highly qualified Design Firm 
which can successfully work with property owners and businesses, other community 
stakeholders, and the City to produce a beautiful, durable, and cost-effective design that will 
help restore Powell Street to the iconic status it deserves. 
 
About the Union Square Alliance 
 
The Union Square Alliance (visitunionsquaresf.com) founded in 1999, is the oldest business 
improvement district in San Francisco, serving 27 blocks around Union Square.  The Union 
Square Alliance serves its members and creates a high-quality, complete neighborhood 
experience by managing and ac�va�ng public spaces; suppor�ng exis�ng businesses and 
atrac�ng new investments; and convening, partnering, and advoca�ng for the district’s future 
success.   
 

http://visitunionsquaresf.com/


 

 

In 2022 the Alliance adopted a comprehensive Strategic Plan which includes as a priority 
ini�a�ve: “Develop short-, medium-, and long-range design plans that coordinate filling 
vacancies and replacing aged the promenade to transform Powell Street into a unique cable car-
centered promenade between Market and Geary or Post streets.” 
 
The Alliance has hired Rise Consul�ng to provide its internal team with Owner’s Representa�ve 
and Project Management services. 
 
Project Background and History: 
 
Lower Powell Street has been the subject of a variety of improvement efforts, both 
implemented and not implemented, over the past couple of decades.   
 
In 2011 the “Powell Promenade” was launched as a 5-year project and agreement with Audi to 
sponsor the construc�on of the exis�ng metallic sidewalk extensions. These improvements 
were donated to the City. 
 
In 2016 Audi’s sponsorship period ended and discussions with the City began around removal, 
replacement and other op�ons.  A decision was made to replace the temporary improvements 
with permanent ones, at a cost es�mate at that �me of $10 million. 
 
In 2020 the design work was completed, but the es�mated cost had risen to $23 million, due in 
part to the sub-sidewalk basements along Powell.  The project was included in the City’s 2022 
General Obliga�on Bond, which ul�mately was rejected by the voters. 
 
In 2023, recognizing the importance of Powell Street to the Union Square district and 
downtown as a whole, Mayor Breed announced $6 million in funding – $4 million for Powell 
Street sidewalk improvements and $2 million for tenant atrac�on efforts. 
 
SFMTA Powell Street Safety Project 
 
The SFMTA is moving forward on a “Powell Street Safety Project” in parallel with the Powell 
Street Improvement Project.  This project is limited to upgraded ADA curb ramps and upgraded 
traffic signals at the Powell/Eddy, Powell/O’Farrell and Powell/Geary intersec�ons.  The 
�meframes are similar for both projects and the SFMTA has agreed to collaborate to ensure that 
the two efforts are in sync with each other. 
 
 
 
 

https://api.visitunionsquaresf.com/app/uploads/2023/03/USqA_Strategic-Plan_Full-03.20.23.pdf


 

 

Project Limita�ons and General Scope 
 
The Alliance does not come to this design effort with a preconceived idea of what the project 
should include. Instead, it seeks to harness the crea�vity of the selected Design Firm and our 
Union Square community stakeholders to conceive and design the best possible project within 
budget and other limita�ons.  However, the following are some general assump�ons and 
limita�ons: 

• The physical limits of the project include the Powell Street right-of-way from Market to 
Geary, from private property lines to the cable car envelope in the center of Powell 
Street 

• The exis�ng parklets will be removed as part of the project 
• The budget is a total of $4 million including so� and hard costs.   
• No major reconstruc�on of the street or sidewalk will be possible as part of the project 

due to budget limita�ons and also the presence of sub-surface vaults underneath the 
sidewalk and street. 

 
The Alliance is assuming that there will not be any augmenta�on of the $4 million budget from 
the City but does believe it may be possible to fundraise from other private and public sources 
to augment the budget.  The design produced as part of this scope may propose addi�onal 
components that would cost beyond the base budget as long as it includes a standalone, 
implementable base project within the $4 million budget. 
 
Design Firm scope of work 
 
Proposals should respond to the following general scope of work.   
 
1) Community outreach: The project will be developed with robust par�cipa�on from property 

owners, business owners and general Union Square area community stakeholders.  The 
Alliance expects to gather community input generally through: 1) its standing Streetscape 
and Public Realm Commitee; 2) a Powell Street “Task Force” composed of Powell Street 
stakeholders; and 3) several larger community-wide mee�ngs or open houses.  The Alliance 
will be responsible for outreach, invita�ons and mee�ng logis�cs; the Design Firm will be 
responsible for providing all content and presenta�ons as part of these mee�ngs. 
 
For purposes of budge�ng, proposals may assume approximately 10 mee�ngs of the two 
smaller commitees noted above (1 hour each) and three larger community mee�ngs (2 
hours each). 
 



 

 

2) Alliance working mee�ngs:  For purposes of budge�ng, proposals should assume bi-weekly 
working check-ins with the Alliance  
 

3) Schema�c design drawings and cost es�mate: The Design Firm will produce a full Schema�c 
Design drawing set and report and associated cost es�mate to be submited to the City.  The 
schema�c design process will involve robust input from community stakeholders and City 
staff and will consider a variety of possible design approaches.   
 

4) Design Development drawings and cost es�mate: Following from the approved Schema�c 
Design, the Design Firm will produce a full Design Development drawing set and associated 
cost es�mate to be submited to the City. 
 

5) Project Implementa�on Plan:  Following from Schema�c Design and Design Development, 
the Design Firm will work with the Alliance, and City staff to produce a Project 
Implementa�on Plan, detailing how, and by whom the project will be permited and 
constructed. 
 

 
Project Schedule 
 
As shown on the atached project schedule, the Schema�c Design phase should be concluded 
by July 1, 2024. The Design Development and Project Implementa�on should be concluded by 
January 1, 2025.  Construc�on document crea�on and construc�on are an�cipated to conclude 
by January 1, 2026. 



 

 

Proposal Contents 
 
Proposals should include the following components.  Please note that the Alliance is not looking 
for a design proposal as part of this selec�on process. 
 

1) Design firm background, experience and examples of relevant projects completed.  
Please describe why the firm would be the right choice for this work. 
 

2) Names and professional qualifica�ons of key staff proposed to work on this project. 
 

3) Proposed detailed scope of work and schedule, responsive to the general scope and 
schedule provided in this RFP. 
 

4) Proposed detailed budget. 
 

5) Brief descrip�on of design approach / philosophy for this project.  (As noted above, the 
Alliance is not looking for a design proposal as part of this selec�on process). 

 
 
Selec�on Process 
 
Proposals are due by 5:00 pm on December 20, 2023.  Proposals should be submited by email 
in pdf format to Eva Schouten at the Alliance:  eva@unionsquarealliance.com.  
 
The Alliance, working with a selec�on commitee of members and stakeholders and a City 
representa�ve will narrow proposals down to probably two finalists, which will be asked to 
meet with the Alliance Streetscape and Public Realm Commitee, tenta�vely scheduled for 
January 11, 2024 at 9:30am in the Alliance offices at 291 Geary Street, second floor. 
 
The selec�on will be based on the following criteria: 
 
• The firm’s track record on similar public realm / streetscape projects 
• The firm’s understanding and apprecia�on of the project scope and objec�ves 
• The responsiveness of the firm’s proposed detailed scope of work to the scope outlined in 

this RFP 
• The proposed project budget 
 
The Alliance an�cipates making a selec�on at the above-men�oned Streetscape and Public 
Realm Commitee mee�ng and nego�a�ng a contract with the select Design Firm to begin work 
no later than February 1, 2024.  Please note that our schedule includes an ini�al community 

mailto:eva@unionsquarealliance.com


 

 

mee�ng “listening / visioning session” in early March so a quick start by the selected firm will be 
cri�cal. 
 
The Alliance is happy to answer ques�ons about this RFP at any point before the due date.  
Ques�ons should be addressed by email to eva@unionsquarealliance.com 
 


