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Stop, Drop, or Roll?
As the rest of the country questions hoverboards’ safety, San Francisco is unsure how the devices fit into traffic. 

By Jeremy Lybarger

Hoverboards are this holiday 
season’s hottest gift — literally. A defect 
in the lithium ion batteries that power 
the self-balancing scooters has led to re-
ports of the devices exploding. (On Dec. 
15, one caught fire inside an East Bay 
house.) Amazon has pulled some hover-
boards from the company’s virtual 
shelves and urged customers in some 
markets to trash the unsafe product and 
collect a refund, while major airlines 
have banned the devices on planes.

In New York City, police declared 
hoverboards illegal on streets and side-
walks, with riders subject to a $200 
fi ne. But in San Francisco, the most 
troubling question isn’t if hoverboards 
are safe but whether they’re subject to 
the same rules of the road as bicycles, 
motorized skateboards, and other 
wheeled devices. Two recently passed 
laws — one state and one local — have 
stumped city offi  cials.

� e state law is AB-604, written 
by Assemblywoman Kristin Olsen 
(R-Modesto) and signed into law by 
Gov. Jerry Brown in October. � e bill 
requires riders of bicycles, motorized 
scooters, and “other mobility devic-
es” to be 16 or older, wear a helmet, 
and stick to bike paths. However, the 
bill adds a wrinkle by allowing local 
agencies to adopt their own regulatory 
ordinances.

� at’s what San Francisco did Dec. 
15 when the Board of Supervisors le-
galized the controversial “Idaho stop,” 
in which bicyclists may roll through 

stop signs without coming to a com-
plete halt. (Mayor Ed Lee has vowed 
a veto.) 

Asked if the Idaho stop also applies 
to hoverboards, the bill’s sponsor, 
Supervisor John Avalos, declined to 
comment. 

“I really have no idea,” said Supervi-
sor Eric Mar, who supported the bill. 

Supervisor Mark Farrell (also a sup-
porter) was unavailable to comment, 
although a spokesman from his of-
fi ce wrote, “I don’t believe [the Idaho 
stop] would apply [to hoverboards] 
— the ordinance specifi cally referenc-
es bicycles.”

� e San Francisco Munici-
pal Transportation Agency, 
tasked with regulating 
traffi  c, wasn’t able to clarify 
matters either. 

“I don’t have any-
thing to say,” an SFMTA 
spokesman said. “I’m 
not being cagey, it’s 
just that hoverboards 
aren’t vehicles, so it’d 
be the cops who’d 
care. � ere are no 
real vehicle regu-
lations associated 
with hoverboards.”

When Cmdr. 
Ann Mannix, the San 
Francisco Police De-
partment’s traffi  c 
chief, was asked 
if hoverboard 
riders would be 
penalized if they 

cruised through a stop sign, she said, 
“Depending on how egregious the vi-
olation, death or serious bodily injury 
may be the ‘penalty’ if the rider passes 
through and strikes, or is struck by, a 
car or strikes a pedestrian.”

So does the Idaho stop apply to 
hoverboards? Mannix couldn’t say, 

noting that “further research is 
required.”

� e San Fran-
cisco Bicycle 
Coalition, which 

supports the Ida-
ho stop, said that 

whatever the law, 
hoverboards 

should be low-priority for the SFPD. 
� e behaviors that account for the ma-
jority of traffi  c deaths and injuries are 
when speeding cars run stop signs or 
red lights, fail to yield the right of way, 
or violate turn restrictions, they claim.

“� ose should be the SFPD’s top 
traffi  c enforcement policies, as they’ve 
promised and failed to deliver on for 
too long,” coalition spokesman Chris 
Cassidy said. 

SUCKA FREE CITYNEWS
The Phantom 
Menace
Why did the Chronicle 
report that police Chief 
Greg Suhr was assaulted 
at City Hall?

Wednesday, Dec. 9, was 
not Police Chief Greg Suhr’s eas-
iest day on the job. 

Bayview residents and 
demonstrators, angry over the 
fatal police shooting of Mario 
Woods the week before, took 
over a meeting of the city’s 
Police Commission that night 
and spent hours calling for 
Suhr to be resign or be fi red.

And according to the city’s 
newspaper of record, things 
only escalated. On Suhr’s way 
out the door, the “police chief 
was kicked repeatedly from 
behind by demonstrators,” the 
San Francisco Chronicle’s Phil 
Matier and Andy Ross report-
ed on Dec. 15.

San Francisco is so out-of-
control that the city’s police 
chief was assaulted in City 
Hall — and the assailants got 
off  scot-free?

If this true, there’s no re-
cord of it.

Neither the city’s Sheriff ’s 
Department, which guards 
City Hall, nor the police de-
partment have any record 
of an assault on the chief 
or against anyone else that 
night. � is has led some in the 
police department to question 
whether this “kicking” actual-
ly happened.

Assault on a peace offi  cer 
is a serious felony in Cali-
fornia — a man convicted of 
shoving a cop during a scrum 
in an Oakland protest in 2012 
received fi ve years’ probation 
— and it defi es logic how an 
aff ront as brazen as a kick on 
the city’s top cop could both 
go unnoticed for several days 
and ultimately go unpunished.

It’s not clear who Matier 
and Ross’s source for the al-
leged kicking was; Matier and 
Ross didn’t respond to a query 
from SF Weekly for clarifi ca-
tion. But threats on Suhr’s 
safety have been taken seri-
ously enough for the SFPD to 
station cops outside his house 
for protection. After that, plus 
the uproar (and attendant 
lawsuit) over Woods’s death, 
a boot in the rear — especial-
ly a fabricated one — is the 
least of his concerns. Chris 
Roberts

Mission: Rent 
Control
Can Aaron Peskin sweet 
talk developers into rent-
controlling their own units?

By Adam Brinklow

Restricted to multi-unit build-
ings built before 1979 and limited by 
state law, rent control is a non-renew-
able resource in San Francisco. 

� at means rent-controlled hous-
ing stock is lost, not made. But new-
ly seated Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
is exploring a plan to expand rent 
control to new construction — he 
just needs to fi nd a way to do it that 
doesn’t violate state law or piss off  

too many people.
� e idea hinges on a narrow ex-

ception in state law. Under the state 
Costa-Hawkins Act, the city may 
not impose rent control on housing 
units built after 1995. (� e city’s 
own rent control law is less ambi-
tious, applying only to multi-unit 
rentals built before June 1979.) 

However, a property owner may 
agree to have new units subjected to 
rent control via a contractual agree-
ment, either as bargaining leverage 
or simply out of pure kindness. (You 
can guess which is the more likely.)

So, what if the city off ered incen-
tives to developers — extra fl oors 
and units above height limits — if 
they agree to rent control for some 
of those new units? 

“We’re upzoning massive chunks 
of the city,” Peskin says. “In cases 

where we’re conferring a benefi t, can 
we say, ‘Will you enter into this con-
tractual agreement?’”

In theory, everyone wins: De-
velopers get some sugar, housing 
advocates get rent-controlled stock, 
and at least a few renters get peace 
of mind. And Peskin himself pulls 
off  the neat trick of doing a favor for 
landlords and tenants. 

Right now, the City Attorney is 
vetting the idea for legal problems. 
If the city’s lawyers give the scheme 
the legal green light, the real work 
begins. 

“We’ll need input from the Ten-
ants Union, the Apartment Associa-
tion, everyone,” Peskin says. “I’m not 
a Pollyanna who thinks we’ll all be 
rowing in the same direction.”

Oars are already fl ying every 
which way. � e politically infl uential 

Apartment Association is dead-set 
against rent control in any form. 
Housing activist Tommi Avicolli 
Mecca says the risk of a landlord 
lawsuit that could undo Peskin’s 
plan makes him “queasy.”

Playing it down the middle, land-
lord attorney Andrew Zacks thinks 
property owners could be swayed — 
if they were allowed to subject cer-
tain units to rent control in lieu of 
existing aff ordable housing require-
ments. � at would, in turn, draw the 
ire of housing activists. 

However, “If [Peskin] can put 
it together, there are probably six 
votes for it [at the Board of Supervi-
sors],” predicts Mecca. 

Zacks goes further: “If Peskin can 
build a consensus on this, he could 
be the next mayor.”

But one step at a time.

Fred Noland


