Salesforce Tower: A Structural,
Environmental, and Socio-Urban
Analysis of San Francisco’s Vertical
Landmark

The Salesforce Tower, a é1-story supertall skyscraper, stands as the definitive vertical anchor of
the San Francisco skyline. Located at 415 Mission Street in the South of Market (SoMa) district,
the tower serves not only as the global headquarters for Salesforce.com but also as the
centerpiece of a multi-decade urban regeneration project known as the Transbay Transit
Center District Plan.! Rising to an architectural height of 1,070 feet (326 meters), it is the tallest
building in San Francisco, the tallest in Northern California, and one of the most engineered
structures in the Western United States.? The project represents a paradigm shift in urban
density, sustainable infrastructure, and seismic resilience, reflecting the city’s transition from a
low-rise industrial past to a high-density technological future.'

Core Identification and Technical Specifications

The tower occupies a strategic site at the intersection of First and Mission Streets, a location
previously characterized by the aging infrastructure of the original 1939 Transbay Terminal."
Completed in 2018, the structure reoriented the city’s visual focus away from the Financial
District’s traditional landmarks, such as the Transamerica Pyramid, toward the evolving SoMa
neighborhood.’

Summary of Key Project Data

Attribute Detail

Official Address 415 Mission Street, San Francisco, CA 94105

Primary Architect César Pelli (Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects)

Architect of Record Kendall Heaton Associates 2

Structural Engineer Magnusson Klemencic Associates (MKA) '

Main Contractor Clark Construction Group / Hathaway
Dinwiddie '

Developer Hines Interests Limited Partnership and Boston
Properties '

Completion Year 2018 (Opening: January 8, 2018)

Architectural Height 1,070 feet (326 meters) '

Roof Height 970 feet (296 meters) '




Floor Count 61 stories above ground; 3 basements '

Total Floor Area 1,400,000 square feet (130,000 m?) '

Office Space 1.09 million square feet 2

Project Cost Approximately US$1.1 billion '

Ownership Boston Properties (100% stake acquired by
2019)

The building’s physical presence is defined by its obelisk-like form, which tapers gracefully as it
ascends.' This silhouette was a deliberate choice by the design team to create a "polite" and
"appropriate" addition to the skyline—one that is immense in scale but soft in its visual impact.'

Historical Context and Urban Regeneration

The genesis of the Salesforce Tower is inextricably linked to the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, a
seismic event that fundamentally altered San Francisco's urban planning trajectory.® The
earthquake caused significant damage to the Embarcadero Freeway and the surrounding bus
ramps of the original Transbay Terminal, leading to the demolition of the freeway and the
subsequent liberation of several city blocks for redevelopment.®

The Transbay Redevelopment Vision

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, then-Mayor Willie Brown and the San Francisco Planning
Department envisioned a new high-density neighborhood centered around a modern transit
hub.? The Transbay Joint Powers Authority (TJPA) was established to oversee three primary
initiatives: replacing the outdated 1939 terminal, extending the Caltrain rail line, and
redeveloping the surrounding SoMa area.’

The Salesforce Tower was designated for "Parcel T," a state-owned land parcel sold to finance
the construction of the new Transit Center.” This land, once a site of surface parking lots and
industrial disrepair, was rezoned to allow for unprecedented heights as part of the Transit
Center District Plan, designed by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (SOM).? The design competition
for the tower and the transit center attracted world-class firms, including Richard Rogers and
SOM, but the commission was ultimately awarded to Pelli Clarke Pelli Architects due to their
integrated vision of a signature skyscraper and a rooftop public park.’

Socioeconomic Evolution of SoMa

The completion of the tower in 2018 signaled the culmination of SoMa'’s transformation from a
warehouse district into a global technology hub.? Salesforce’s commitment to the
project—signing a lease for 732,000 square feet, the largest in city history—served as a
catalyst for other technology firms to relocate their headquarters to the downtown core.? This
shift towards "urbanism defined by density and public transportation” was a strategic move to
move away from the isolated, car-dependent corporate campuses of Silicon Valley.”

e Affordable Housing Mandate: As part of the broader Transbay development, 35% of

the nearly 4,000 new housing units built in the district are designated as affordable



housing, addressing the city’s chronic housing shortage.?

e Job Creation: The district is projected to generate $87 billion in Gross Regional Product
and create 125,000 new jobs by 2030, anchored by the commercial density of the
Salesforce Tower.®

e Transit Connectivity: The tower is located directly adjacent to the Salesforce Transit
Center, which connects 11 transit networks across eight Bay Area counties and is
designed to serve as the northern terminus for the California High-Speed Rail.®

Architectural Style and Design Specifics

César Pelli, the architect of Salesforce Tower, was known for his ability to design skyscrapers
that harmonize with their surroundings.’ The tower was one of Pelli's final completed works

before his death in 2019, and it reflects his career-long pursuit of "elegant minimalism".’

Form and Silhouette

The tower's shape is a contemporary interpretation of the obelisk.' Its footprint is square at the
base but progressively rounds at the corners and tapers toward the top, creating a silhouette
that seems to "hover" rather than "soar".! This tapering serves both aesthetic and functional
purposes: it reduces the building's perceived mass on the skyline and lessens the wind loads on

the upper floors."

The Building Envelope and Facade

The exterior is a sophisticated assembly of glass, steel, and aluminum designed to balance
transparency with energy efficiency.’

e Curtain Wall: The building is enclosed in a high-performance glass and steel curtain
wall." Each floor features 10-foot floor-to-ceiling windows, maximizing natural daylight
and providing 360-degree views of the San Francisco Bay.*

e Aluminum Fins and Sunshades: A defining feature of the tower is the grid of
pearlescent white aluminum fins and perforated sunshades (brises soleil) that wrap
around the exterior.! These fins extend up to two feet beyond the glass skin, providing
depth and texture to the fagade while simultaneously deflecting sunlight to reduce solar
heat gain.’

e Low-Emissivity Glass: The use of low-emissivity glass further optimizes the building’s
thermal performance, reducing the energy required for cooling without compromising
the clarity of the views.?

Interior Design and the "Ohana" Philosophy

The interior of the tower was designed with a focus on "neurodiversity, collaboration, and
wellness".?' The most notable interior space is the 'Ohana Floor on the é1st story.®
e Public and Nonprofit Access: Rather than reserving the top floor for executive suites,
Salesforce designated it as a hospitality space for employees and a venue for nonprofit



organizations to host fundraising events.?

e Design Elements: the floor features living plant walls, multiple coffee bars, and a
"million-dollar" long wooden table.?

e Amenities: The building utilizes a 12-inch raised floor system that creates a plenum for
power, data, and the Under-Floor Air Distribution (UFAD) system, allowing for flexible
office configurations.®®

Advanced Structural and Seismic Engineering

San Francisco’s geological and seismic conditions presented significant challenges for the
construction of a 1,070-foot skyscraper."” The Salesforce Tower site is underlain by complex soil
types, including marine sand, "Bay Mud," and Old Bay clay, which are prone to liquefaction and
excessive settlement.®

Performance-Based Seismic Design (PBSD)

The structural engineer, Magnusson Klemencic Associates (MKA), utilized Performance-Based
Seismic Design (PBSD) rather than relying solely on prescriptive building codes.® This approach
involved sophisticated computer modeling to simulate how the tower would perform during
the most extreme earthquakes expected in the region (the Maximum Considered Earthquake,
or MCE).®

e The Core System: The building’s primary lateral resistance comes from a massive
reinforced-concrete shear-wall core.® This core is designed to take 100% of the seismic
and wind loads, while the perimeter steel columns handle only the gravity loads of the
floors.!

e Absence of Dampers: Notably, the tower does not utilize traditional seismic braces,
outriggers, or dampers.® Instead, the sheer strength and flexibility of the concrete core,
which is reinforced with massive steel beams encased in concrete, allow it to absorb and
dissipate energy.®

e Safety Benchmark: The tower is engineered to perform 25% better than standard
building codes require, ensuring it remains operational even after a major earthquake.?

The Foundation System

To support the 1.4-million-square-foot tower and mitigate the risk of liquefaction, engineers
designed a foundation that is physically socketed into the bedrock.® This distinguishes it from
the nearby Millennium Tower, which famously sank and listed because its piles did not reach the
bedrock.®

Foundation Feature Specification

Foundation Type 42 Load-Bearing Elements (LBEs) / "Barrettes" ¢
Max Depth Up to 310 feet (94 meters) below grade '
Bedrock Socketing Piles are socketed up to 70 feet into Franciscan




bedrock °

Mat Foundation 14-foot thick concrete slab (4.3 meters) at the
core’
Concrete Weight Approximately 49 million pounds of concrete

for the mat 2

The installation of the foundation was a complex feat of engineering. Contractors used a
combination of a line-mounted clam shell to excavate the initial 100 feet of soiland a
hydrofraise (a specialized hydromill) to cut through the dense rock beneath.® This process
ensured that the building's weight is transferred directly to the earth's crust, providing a level of
stability unprecedented in San Francisco high-rises.?®

Sustainable Infrastructure and Environmental
Innovation

The Salesforce Tower is a model of contemporary sustainable architecture, having achieved
LEED Platinum certification for its core and shell.” The design integrates active and passive
systems to reduce energy consumption and resource waste.?

Blackwater Recycling: A National Benchmark

Perhaps the most significant innovation is the tower’s on-site blackwater recycling system—the
largest of its kind in a commercial high-rise in the United States.” This system was the result of
a first-of-its-kind partnership between the building owner (Boston Properties), the lead tenant
(Salesforce), and the City of San Francisco.?
e Process: The system, designed by Aquacell and operated by Epic Cleantec, collects
wastewater from sources such as toilets, sinks, showers, and cooling tower blowdown.™®
This "blackwater" undergoes a six-step filtration and treatment process within a
centralized plant located in the building’s basement.?
e Reuse: The treated water is then recirculated through a separate purple pipe network to
be used for toilet flushing and cooling tower makeup water.”
e Environmental Impact: The system saves up to 30,000 gallons of fresh water per day,
totaling 7.8 million gallons annually.”® This represents a 76% reduction in the building’s
total freshwater consumption.”

HVAC and Energy Efficiency

The building’s mechanical systems are designed to maximize occupant comfort while
minimizing energy use.'®
e 100% Outdoor Air: The tower utilizes high-efficiency air handlers that provide 100%
natural, outdoor air to every floor.® This "tri-path" technology relies on low-horsepower
motors and outdoor air economizers to eliminate the need for mechanical cooling during
temperate weather."
e Under-Floor Air Distribution (UFAD): Fresh air is delivered from the floor up, which is



more efficient than traditional ceiling-mounted systems and allows for better air quality
at the breathing level of the occupants.?

e Energy Savings: These architectural and mechanical integrations help the building
operate with energy costs 30% below California’s Title 24 standards.?®

"Day for Night": The Intersection of Public Art and
Architecture

The crown of the Salesforce Tower is more than an ornamental peak; it is home to "Day for
Night," a massive permanent light sculpture by renowned San Francisco artist Jim Campbel

Technical and Artistic Execution
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Standing at 1,070 feet, the installation is considered the highest public art piece in the world." It
spans the top nine floors of the building, which are primarily unoccupied and serve as a housing
for building infrastructure and the art installation itself."

e Luminescent Mechanics: The artwork consists of 11,000 custom LED fixtures that are
programmed to display low-resolution, moving color imagery." Unlike typical LED
billboards that face outward, these lights are directed inward toward the tower’s
perforated aluminum skin, creating a soft, ambient glow that is visible from up to 30 miles
away.'

e Dynamic Content: The content for the display is constantly changing. Cameras placed
throughout San Francisco capture daily scenes—birds in flight, the movement of the fog,
or commuters walking—which are then abstracted and replayed on the tower’s crown
every evening."

e Cultural Collaborations: The installation has also featured collaborations with the
Alonzo King LINES Ballet, projecting the ghostly, ethereal movements of dancers across
the night sky.*

Salesforce Park: The Biophilic Urban Canvas

Directly adjacent to and integrated with the tower is Salesforce Park, a 5.4-acre public rooftop
garden that serves as the "living roof" of the Salesforce Transit Center.?

Ecological and Public Features

Designed by PWP Landscape Architecture, the park is 1,400 feet long (stretching four city
blocks) and sits 70 feet above street level.®
e Biodiversity: The park contains 13 unique mini-botanical ecosystems, ranging from a
desert garden to a redwood grove, and is home to 600 trees and over 16,000 plants.®
e The Bus Fountain: A permanent art installation by Ned Kahn, the fountain features water
jets that respond to the vibrations of the buses arriving and departing in the terminal
below.*?
e The Public Gondola: A 20-passenger glass-cabin gondola provides a free, scenic ride



from Salesforce Plaza at the tower's base directly to the park.®

e Community Activation: The park serves as a community hub, offering free public
programs such as yoga classes, writing workshops, and movie nights in its
1,000-capacity amphitheater.”

Five Interesting Facts

The following details highlight the unique engineering and cultural characteristics of the
Salesforce Tower:

e The tower's foundation is the deepest in San Francisco's history, with 42 load-bearing
elements that reach 310 feet below the surface, literally bolting the skyscraper to the
earth's bedrock to withstand major seismic events.

e The top nine floors of the building—approximately 150 vertical feet—are largely
unoccupied and serve as a "decorative crown" for the "Day for Night" light sculpture,
which uses 11,000 inward-facing LEDs to turn the building into a soft-focus lighthouse.’

e Salesforce Tower features the largest on-site blackwater recycling system in a
commercial high-rise in the United States, saving enough water annually to meet the
needs of 16,000 local residents."

e The project was built with 304 massive steel cast-node fittings, some of the largest of
their kind, which were fabricated in specialized foundries in Louisiana and Kansas to form
the "basket column" structure at the tower's base.®

e The'Ohana Floor on the 61st story is a "closed" hospitality space where Salesforce hosts
nonprofit fundraisers for free; it features a unique million-dollar wooden table and
360-degree views of the Bay Area.’

Critical Reactions and Architectural Legacy

The completion of Salesforce Tower sparked a wide range of professional and public discourse,
reflecting San Francisco’s complex relationship with height and rapid urban change.

Professional Recognition

Architectural critics and professional organizations have largely lauded the tower for its
technical achievements and "quiet” presence.

e CTBUH Award: In 2019, the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat named
Salesforce Tower the "Best Tall Building Worldwide," recognizing its excellence in
sustainability, engineering, and urban integration.’

e Critical Review: John King, the former urban design critic for the San Francisco
Chronicle, described the building as "nuanced, conscientious, and self-assured".! He
noted that while "architecture buffs" might dismiss Pelli’s signature tapered form as “old

hat," the Salesforce Tower’s "smooth ascent” and "thick-walled minimalism" set it apart
from other global high-rises.’

Public and Cultural Debate



Despite its professional accolades, the tower initially faced significant skepticism from the local
community.

Aesthetic Criticism: Public reactions on social platforms and in the city often centered
on the tower’s phallic shape, with residents giving it nicknames like "the Bildo" or "the
toothbrush case".'"® Some viewed it as an "intrusive" symbol of tech-driven
gentrification.*®

The "Eye of Sauron™: In 2018, a petition led to the light sculpture displaying the “Eye of
Sauron" from The Lord of the Rings on Halloween, a playful nod to the public’s varied
feelings about the tower’s "all-seeing" presence on the skyline.'®

Iconic Status: Over time, however, the tower has begun to follow the trajectory of the
Transamerica Pyramid—once a reviled addition that eventually became a beloved icon of
the city.® Many residents now praise the way its glass skin reflects the gradients of the
sunset and how the "Day for Night" display acts as a calming presence during the city’s

frequent foggy nights.'

Conclusion

The Salesforce Tower is more than a commercial office building; it is a manifestation of modern
San Francisco’'s commitment to urbanism, technology, and ecological stewardship. From its
record-breaking foundations to its luminescent crown, the structure pushes the boundaries of
what is possible in skyscraper design. By integrating a world-class transit hub and a public
rooftop forest into the heart of the city’s densest commercial district, the project serves as a
blueprint for future high-density developments around the world. As the skyline continues to
evolve, the tower stands as a testament to the late César Pelli’'s vision of a "polite" giant that
respects its environment while providing a bold new symbol for the 21st-century city.
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