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SUBJECT:   Briefing on 125 Crown Terrace project 
PREPARED BY: Tom C. Hui, S.E., C.B.O., Director 

San Francisco Department of Building Inspection 
DATE:  February 5, 2014 
 

 
INCIDENT 
 
On December 16, 2013, at approximately 10:30 p.m., the single-family house at 125 
Crown Terrace in San Francisco’s Twin Peaks neighborhood fell off its site preparation 
shoring and slid down the property slope. Scheduled construction work for the day had 
stopped about 5 p.m. 
 
The 1947 one-story wood-framed structure with a large crawl space below was under 
construction for a major remodel when the failure occurred. The structure had been 
raised off its foundation for the construction project and placed atop temporary supports. 
A steel cradle beam that spanned between two temporary wood cribbing towers 
buckled. That caused the house to come off its shoring and to slide downhill toward 
Graystone Terrace, forcing the temporary evacuation of a neighboring home. No injuries 
were reported. The house remained within its property lot; no adjacent buildings were 
damaged.  
 
Emergency shoring work began on December 17, 2013. The City Attorney called on 
DBI to halt the emergency work, pending investigation of the site (Attachment H). The 
City Attorney’s office gave its OK to lift the stop-work order on December 20, 2013 
(Attachment H), allowing the temporary shoring to prevent any additional slippage and 
to make the compromised structure safe for the time being. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The San Francisco Department of Building Inspection (DBI) issued a building permit for 
structural shoring, structural additions and soil stabilization on November 28, 2012 (Attachment 
N). DBI acted on the permit after the project was approved by the Planning Commission in 
October 2012 and upheld by the Board of Appeals over the objection of some neighbors in 
May 2013, and after the construction details were reviewed and approved by the independent 
Structural Advisory Committee (SAC), as required by ordinance in designated steep slope 
neighborhoods. SAC is a five-member independent body comprised of an architect, 
geotechnical engineer, geologist, shoring engineer and structural engineer. 

 
At the time of the structural failure, a lower retaining wall adjacent to Graystone Terrace and a 
segment of the upper wall below Crown Terrace already had been installed.  
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FINDINGS 

 
The structural collapse and slide occurred because the developer, Pattani Construction, Inc., 
managed by Mel Murphy: 
 

1) failed to follow and implement the approved plans and the sequence of construction as 
stipulated and outlined in the DBI permit, and 
 

2) failed to follow and implement the special inspection instructions, as mandated 
under the approved DBI permit and the State of California Building Code. As a 
result, the required independent inspection of the shoring work was not 
conducted, leaving an unsafe condition undiscovered until after the collapse 
occurred. 

 
The combination of these two factors contributed to a site situation where one of the steel 
support beams gave way. Photos of the construction site hours before the failure suggest the 
work performed was dramatically different than the approved plan. Had the contractor brought 
in inspectors during installation of the shoring structure, the work would have been halted prior 
to the collapse. 

 
The findings were based on a report submitted by the project developer’s engineer of record, 
Santos & Urrutia Structural Engineers. Inc., (Attachment D), field inspections and document 
reviews by DBI engineers (Attachment G), and a third-party peer review by Steven Lew, a 
structural engineer with the firm Tuan and Robinson Structural Engineers, Inc., and his 
colleague, shoring engineer, Timothy Mathison, P.E. (Attachment F), who served on the 
Structural Advisory Committee originally convened for the 125 Crown Terrace project. 
 
Rodrigo Santos, the engineer of record for 125 Crown Terrace, testified at the January 15, 
2014 Building Inspection Commission meeting that the developer’s entire design and 
construction team took full responsibility for the structural failure. “DBI did everything right and 
took all proper steps…This was a failure to implement the approved plans. This accident could 
have been prevented, and we are very fortunate no one was injured….,” Mr. Santos testified. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
 
1) FEES AND PENALTIES: Prior to any future work commencing, the developer must pay an 

additional $24,181in permit fees for work valued at $72,198 that was performed without 
permit; and a $6,010.71 penalty for failing to set up a shoring structure as stipulated in the 
approved plans. The fine – the maximum allowable -- is based upon the correct valuation of 
the work done without permit multiplied by a factor of nine (9). The penalty schedule is 
outlined in the San Francisco Building Code and stipulated in Sec. 110A, table 1A-K. 
Total: $30,191.71 
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2) SAFETY MANDATE: As recommended by the DBI Director, the developer must 

immediately provide a design and obtain a permit to install a temporary surface drainage 
system to control surface runoff, and to protect the job site’s stability from winter storm 
conditions. The developer’s geotechnical engineer will design the system. Once submitted, 
DBI will review the plan, as will Frank Rollo, the geotechnical representative from the 
independent SAC. Per the recommendations outlined by Rollo (See Attachment P), the 
owner’s special inspectors and engineer will provide DBI with daily reports, including 
photos, and follow all other recommended steps to document correct implementation of this 
surface drainage plan. DBI also will conduct unscheduled site inspections to make sure the 
contractor adheres to the approved plan. DBI will issue a stop-work order if the plan is not 
followed. 
 

3) Once steps One and Two are satisfied, the developer must start installing a new 
foundation, which is an essential part of the required shoring and detailed in DBI’s 
approved permit application. 

 
4) Throughout construction, DBI will conduct unannounced inspections, and the developer will 

be required to pay for those inspections. In addition, the developer’s engineer of record and 
geotechnical engineer must observe and supervise the installation on a full-time basis. 

 
5) Going forward, any DBI inspections of the property will be overseen by a deputy director 

and performed by a team that includes the district inspector assigned to the Twin Peaks 
area, and either the chief building inspector, or the senior building inspector.  

 
6) Future permitting requirements for construction of the house to proceed: 

 
• To continue with construction of the house, which was damaged during the collapse, the 

developer must file a new permit application with DBI.  
• DBI then will forward the application to City Planning to determine whether the revised 

plan is a demolition or remodel. If the determination is made that the project constitutes 
a remodel, then Planning staff would decide whether to approve the plan at staff level or 
send the plan to the Planning Commission for a hearing. 

• If the determination is made that the project constitutes a demolition, then the developer 
must revise the application and file a Form 6 total demolition permit, and a Form 2 new 
building permit. Planning then would decide whether or not its commission should hear 
the matter. 

• DBI will review and approve the permit application once and if the Planning 
Department/Commission grants approval. The DBI director will retain the right to 
reconvene the Structural Advisory Committee to review the plan and make 
recommendations. If DBI approves the permit, opponents would have 15 days to file an 
appeal with the City’s Board of Appeals. 
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• Once the appeals process is complete, and if a permit is issued, construction of the 
house then could resume. 

• The developer will be subject to special inspections protocol for any future shoring and 
foundation work, with the engineer of record and geotechnical engineer required to  
submit to DBI weekly reports and photos. In addition, DBI will carry out unannounced 
spot-check inspections, to be paid for by the developer. 

 
PERMIT PROCESS UNDER REVIEW 
 
Discrepancies were found between the developer’s valuation of the building site plan permit 
issued on November 28, 2012 and calculations made in the Marshall & Swift construction-cost 
calculation tables, which are widely used by building departments throughout the United States 
to quantify appropriate permit fees.  
 
The developer originally estimated the cost in October 2011 at $60,000 on his submitted 
permit application form. A DBI plan checker revised the cost to $300,000 on November 26, 
2012 as part of the standard site plan permit review. The value was again revised by DBI to 
$610,500 on December 9, 2013 due to a site plan review prompted by a filed complaint. On 
December 31, 2013 DBI’s Principal Engineer reviewed the approved plans/drawings in detail 
and revised the cost of construction to $1,570,000 (Attachment G). 
 
Investigations into the permit valuation discrepancies were initiated following the structural 
failure on the site (See INVESTIGATIONS section below).  In addition, DBI Director Tom Hui 
ordered additional mandatory construction-cost valuation training for all staff involved in the 
related permitting and plan-checking processes. Random audits will be conducted to ensure 
the ongoing integrity of the permitting process. In addition, the Department will implement the 
six other recommendations set forth in this report (See NEXT STEPS section).  

 
INVESTIGATIONS 
 
1) DBI engineers, in consultation with a peer review, investigated the December 16, 2013 

collapse of the structure at 125 Crown Terrace. (Completed, see findings above.) 
 
2) The City Attorney’s Office is conducting an investigation, and has requested documents 

related to  the structural collapse and the issuance of the building permit, plan-checking, 
engineering, project management and inspections related to 125 Crown Terrace. 
(Pending.) 
 

3) The General Services Administration, Human Resources division, conducted an 
independent investigation into the permitting process, plan-checking and inspections as 
they are related to 125 Crown Terrace and whether any DBI and/or City and County of San 
Francisco protocols or policies were violated by City personnel.  (Completed.) 
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OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR 
1660 Mission Street – San Francisco CA 94103 

Office (415) 558-6131 – FAX (415) 558-6225 
Email: Tom.Hui@sfgov.org 

CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS 
 
 
SUBJECT:  125 Crown Terrace, San Francisco 
 
PREPARED BY: Tom C. Hui, S.E., C.B.O., Director 
 
 
1. CCSF Alert dated December 17, 2013 of a house under construction that 

collapsed at 10:41p.m. 
 

2. December 17, 2013 
 

6:22 a.m.    Joe Duffy texted me regarding this incident. 
 
9:00 a.m. City Engineer (Fuad Sweiss) and Ray Lui, DPW 

called me and William Strawn. City Engineer 
suggested DBI declare an emergency demolition 
of subject building. 

 
11:00 a.m. William Strawn and I attended the ground-

breaking event for 299 Fremont. We met the 
Channel 5 reporter at the door and briefed Mayor 
Lee on DBI’s action plan. 

 
1:00 p.m. Engineer of Record obtained the emergency 

shoring permit issued by the 5th Floor plan 
review counter. 

 
2:00 p.m. Dan Lowrey, William Strawn, and I visited the 

site and were interviewed by reporters. The 
Engineer of Record, Albert Urrutia, came to the 
site at 3:00 p.m. for structural observation. The 
contractor started to work on the shoring. 

 
3. December 18, 2013 

 
9:00 a.m. BIC Meeting: This project was discussed with the 

Commission. President McCarthy expressed 
concerns on the urgency for corrective actions. 

 
12:30 p.m. City Attorney Dennis Herrera called DBI to stop 

all construction on the site, pending City Attorney 
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investigation per the Building Inspection 
Commission’s request. His office followed up 
with a formal letter to DBI 

 
4. December 19, 2013 

 
9:00 a.m. I sent out DBI’s Action Plan to the Building 

Inspection Commission. 
 
12:00 p.m. Dan Lowrey and I went to the ground breaking 

event for 333 Brannan, and I informed Mayor 
Lee of DBI’s Action Plan. 

 
5. December 20, 2013 

 
8:15 a.m. I discussed with DBI Principal Engineer Hanson 

Tom the implementation of DBI’s Action Plan.  
 
3:41 p.m. Yvonne Mere from the City Attorney’s Office sent 

a letter to DBI withdrawing the Stop Work Order 
and enabling partial demolition to temporarily 
secure and stabilize the building structure at the 
site. 

 
6. December 24, 2013 

 
8:15 a.m. I met with staff including DBI inspectors Dan 

Lowrey, Patrick O’Riordan and  Matthew 
Greene, and DBI engineers Hanson Tom, Rudy 
Pada, and Robert Chun to remind them to 
perform their professional duties on all projects 
with fairness.  

 
7. December 31, 2013 
 

8:30 a.m. I met with Hanson Tom, Ed Sweeney, William 
Strawn, and Angus McCarthy, to discuss the 
reports from Santos & Urrutia on this incident. 

 
8. January 2, 2014 

 
9:30 a.m. Meeting between Hanson Tom, Ed Sweeney, 

Patrick Buscovich, and Rodrigo Santos to 
discuss DBI’s concerns. 
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