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Eating Score
Yelp is aggressively publicizing restaurants’ poor health scores. Is the company protecting consumers or hurting 
businesses?  

By Jeremy Lybarger

First impressions are every-
thing in the restaurant business, which is 
why Yelp strikes fear in the hearts of 
mom-and-pop eateries. Tales of an un-
dercooked hamburger or a roving bug 
can dissuade would-be diners before 
they ever step in the door.

Last week, Yelp debuted a new 
feature in San Francisco and Boston 
that may be the company’s most 
aggressive determinant yet of con-
sumer behavior. When users click on 
a restaurant that has a health score 
in the bottom fi ve percent locally, 
they’re greeted with a pop-up 
“consumer alert.” 

It’s a confronta-
tional approach that 
has the service in-
dustry on edge.

“Do people eat 
somewhere because it 
has good Yelp reviews? 
Probably,” says Donnalyn 
Murphy, associate director 
of Golden Gate Restaurant 
Association, a nonprofi t 
trade group. “Do they 
not eat there when a red 
box pops up? Probably.”

Luther Lowe, Yelp’s vice president 
of public policy, notes that “restaurant 
lobbies oppose anything that increases 
disclosure.” In 2013, when Yelp began 
listing health inspection scores, the 
company faced pushback from the Na-
tional Restaurant Association, which 
argued that health scores are a snap-
shot in time, not a permanent record 
of a restaurant’s food safety. 

As far as Yelp is concerned, a 
restaurant gets one chance to avoid 
being blacklisted as unsafe. “If you 
bombed a quiz, you don’t get to take 

it again the next day,” Lowe says. 
But restaurants in San 

Francisco do get a sec-
ond chance. According 
to Nancy Sarieh, a 
Department of Public 
Health spokeswom-
an, restaurants are 

inspected at least 
once a year. If they 

incur enough high-risk 
violations, such as pest 

infestations, or if those 
violations are deemed 

an imminent public 
health threat, they 

must close tem-
porarily, clean 

up, and 

be re-inspected within three weeks. Sa-
rieh says that most of the 200 restau-
rants that are closed for health viola-
tions each year schedule a follow-up 
inspection within one week, when 
they’re then issued an updated score.

Murphy thinks Yelp’s new feature 
unfairly stigmatizes restaurants that 
have done due diligence to improve. 

“We want restaurants to have every 
opportunity to be successful,” she says. 
“People can ask restaurants what their 
health score is. � at’s the law. And 
restaurants have to publicly display 
that score.”

In the Yelp era, most diners aren’t 
consulting scorecards pinned discreetly 
behind the cash register. And since 
Yelp’s new pop-up remains active for at 
least six months, even if a restaurant 
scores well on re-inspection, diners are 
making decisions based on outdated 
information. 

At least one San Francisco restau-
rant isn’t ruffl  ed by Yelp’s new feature. 
Sinbad’s, the beleaguered waterfront 
eatery that recently fi led for bankrupt-
cy to stave off  eviction, has a health 
score of 67, making it subject to a con-
sumer alert. 

Reached by phone, a man who iden-
tifi ed himself as Sinbad’s manager said 
he wasn’t aware of Yelp’s new feature. 
“We have a very good janitorial service 
here,” he said, adding that Sinbad’s had 
to be re-inspected because of health 
code violations.

“I’m sure it’s fi ne though,” he said. 
“We’ve been here 40 years. Yelp doesn’t 
aff ect business.”

SUCKA FREE CITYNEWS Snap 
Judgment
The promise of Snapchat 
was broken in October 2013, 
when the messaging app 
admitted that the  premise of its 
service — self-destructing 
images and videos that would 
never come back to haunt the 
user, or (let’s be honest) sexter 
—  was compromised by the 
long arm of the law.

Under the Electronic Com-
munications Privacy Act, Snap-
chat must comply with search 
warrants for pictures and videos 
from U.S. law enforcement 
agencies.

But while online privacy 
activists have focused on search 
warrants aimed at Snapchat’s 
servers, the San Francisco 
Police Department has found 
another way to use the app to 
its advantage.

According to a recent search 
warrant request, SFPD’s “Ins-
tagram Offi  cer,” Eduard Ochoa, 
was cruising Snapchat on Oct. 
11 when he recognized the pro-
fi le of a Bayview resident on fel-
ony probation. Ochoa watched 
three of the man’s Snaps, saw 
a gun, and immediately went 
to the off ender’s house to con-
duct a probation search. Ochoa 
didn’t fi nd the fi rearm, but 
asked for, and was granted, a 
search warrant for the man’s 
residence, vehicle, and DNA. 

Ochoa, who earned the title 
“Instagram Offi  cer” in a recent 
appellate court ruling, is adept 
at using social media in inves-
tigations. � e court ruled that 
an Instagram photo Ochoa had 
printed out was permissible 
as evidence in a case against a 
juvenile.

In this case, Ochoa didn’t 
have to serve a warrant to Snap-
chat for a copy of the image in 
question — he just described 
the disappearing picture in an 
affi  davit. (It’s unclear from the 
warrant, but it’s possible Ochoa 
also presented the judge with 
a screenshot of the image — 
another workaround for Snap-
chat’s privacy settings.) 

� at’s troubling to Nadia 
Kayyali of the Electronic Fron-
tier Foundation. 

“� is is incredibly open to 
abuse and human error,” Kayya-
li says. “Police offi  cers scanning 
Snapchat are going to see 
what they’re looking for. � is 
shouldn’t be allowed.” 

A fair sentiment, but as long 
as it is allowed, best to think 
twice before you snap. Julia 
Carrie Wong

A Subway on 
Every Street
If you want a subway on Geary, 
you may have to pay for it 
yourself.

By Joe Fitzgerald Rodriguez

The tech boom has swelled 
San Francisco’s coffers and engorged 
the city’s population. Already clogged 
with confused Ubers, militant cyclists, 
and the occasional overburdened Muni 
bus, more than one million residents 
will clog the city’s streets by 2040. 

To get this mass of people around, 
Supervisor Scott Wiener wants to 

build subways. Lots of them — all the 
time. Under Wiener’s Subway Master 
Plan, a subway would “always” be un-
der construction in San Francisco. 

For businesses and residents 
enduring torn up streets and other 
upheaval during the Central Subway’s 
construction, the notion is unnerv-
ing. It’s also entirely unfunded. 

Most major transportation proj-
ects are funded by federal grants. But 
as local transit offi  cials tell SF Weekly, 
federal funding nowadays is about as 
easy to fi nd as a seat on Muni.

� e federal “Highway Bill” should 
provide this funding, but money for 
new projects hasn’t been added by 
Congress in almost two years. Wash-
ington lawmakers have until Nov. 20 
to come to an agreement and approve 

$55 billion for new projects in the 
latest iteration of the bill. 

Even if Congress can come to an 
entente over transportation, the bill 
won’t accomplish much. � at $55 
billion is for all 50 states, over a six-
year period. To put that paltry sum in 
context, extending the Central Sub-
way from Chinatown to Fisherman’s 
Wharf could cost as much as $2.6 bil-
lion, according to the San Francisco 
Municipal Transportation Agency. 

Wiener recognizes this, which 
means the onus to pay for a tunnel 
underneath Geary Boulevard to the 
beach or down 19th Avenue through 
Golden Gate Park would be on us 
locally.  

“Given the collapse of federal 
transportation funding and the 

state’s inability to establish broader 
transportation investment,” he says, 
“it’s more important than ever for lo-
cal communities to generate our own 
transit funds.”

� at’s partly why Wiener and 
Mayor Ed Lee may push a 1.5 percent 
local vehicle license fee to voters on 
next November’s ballot. If that isn’t 
enough, a proposed sales tax will 
also try to close that funding gap in 
2017. � at’s a lot of taxes, and they 
may compete with another multibil-
lion-dollar regional transit ask — this 
one a regional bond to pay for BART 
improvements. 

Without local solutions, transit 
wonks warn, there won’t be enough 
money to even buy a shovel for one of 
Wiener’s subways.
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