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Condos struck by Magic
Hoops legend, Brian Spiers won’t play the rental game

sanfranciscobusinesstimes.com

Fill ’er up: Arquitectonica 
is designing the 115-unit 
project that will fill a 
former gas station site.

Moving ahead: 
Developer 
Brian Spiers.
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Developer Brian Spiers is teaming up 
with basketball legend Magic Johnson’s 
Canyon Johnson Urban Funds on a 115-
unit housing project on Upper Market 
Street that will likely be under construction 
this spring.

The San Francisco project at 1998 Mar-
ket St., the site of a defunct gas station, 
is being designed by Arquitectonica and 
is one of the few Bay Area developments 
being built as condominiums, rather than 
rental units. The hard construction costs 
will be $35.5 million. Spiers bought the 
site in 2006 for about $10 million. Canyon 
Johnson and Spiers are finalizing a con-
struction loan with Wells Fargo.

“We have paid for and pulled our site 
permit, demolition permit, and filed our 
foundation plan,” said Spiers. “We believe 
construction will start within 30 days.”

The project is the first large housing  
development that was entitled as part of 

the city’s Market Octavia 
plan, a rezoning that al-
lowed for higher housing 
density along Upper Mar-
ket Street and along the 
Octavia Boulevard parcels 
that were freed up when 
the Central Freeway was 
torn down nearly a decade 
ago.

In addition to 1998 Market St., Spi-
ers and Canyon Johnson are going 
forward with 1600 Market St., a 24-
unit project, which will satisfy the af-
fordable housing requirement for the 
1998 Market project. Under the city’s  
affordable housing ordinance, 15 percent of 
a project’s units must be affordable to low- 
to moderate-income households, a require-
ment that rises to 20 percent if a developer 
chooses to build the affordable portion off-
site. Both parcels of land were transferred 
into a joint venture with Spiers and Canyon 
Johnson. Cahill is the general contractor on 
both projects. Forum Design is the archi-
tect on the affordable development.

Marti Page, a vice president with Canyon 
Johnson, said they had been “scouring the 
San Francisco market for the right project in 
the right location with the right developer.”

“We got comfortable with the project  
because there is no other product like it,” 
said Page. “It is striking from an archi-
tectural standpoint and unique because 
it’s for-sale condos on an exciting Market 
Street corridor.”

Chris Foley of Polaris Group, who 
helped entitle the project, is doing market-
ing and sales on the development.

The units will include a mix of small 
one-bedrooms targeting first-time home 
buyers and larger penthouses. Pricing has 
not been set.

“We anticipate hitting the market at a 
time when there will be very limited new 

product out there, especially in established 
neighborhoods such as we are in. Nobody 
has come out and said they are going con-
do — everybody else is going rental,” said 
Spiers, who grew up in the Sunset District.

Spiers and Page said Arquitectonica’s 
curtain-wall glass design would stand out 
in a neighborhood where most new con-
struction has been boxy stucco architecture 
with bay windows.

“You see modern curtain-wall buildings 
like this downtown and in Mission Bay, but 
you don’t see them in neighborhoods like 
ours on Market Street,” said Spiers.

The project is across the street from Pra-
do Group’s 80-unit rental project, which 
will include a Whole Foods market on the 
ground floor and soon begin construction.

The building, which sits on a sloped 
site, will have 5,800 square feet of ground-
floor retail and two public roof decks on 
the ninth floor. Construction will take 18 
months and the sales office will open in 12 
to 14 months.

“It’s tremendously satisfying — I am 
happy we were able to keep the design 
intact,” said Spiers. “San Francisco needs 
more distinctive architecture and design 
than we have seen, especially along impor-
tant streets like Market Street.”
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The project is the first large housing 
development that was entitled as part of 
the city’s Market Octavia plan, a rezoning 
that allowed for higher housing density 
along Upper Market Street and along the 
Octavia Boulevard parcels that were freed 
up when the Central Freeway was torn 
down nearly a decade ago.

In addition to 1998 Market St., Spiers 
and Canyon Johnson are going forward 
with 1600 Market St., a 24-unit project, 
which will satisfy the affordable housing 
requirement for the 1998 Market project. 
Under the city’s affordable housing ordi-
nance, 15 percent of a project’s units must 
be affordable to low- to moderate-income 
households, a requirement that rises to 20 
percent if a developer chooses to build the 
affordable portion off-site. Both parcels of 
land were transferred into a joint venture 
with Spiers and Canyon Johnson. Cahill 
is the general contractor on both proj-

ects. Forum Design is the architect on the 
affordable development.

Marti Page, a vice president with 
Canyon Johnson, said they had been 
“scouring the San Francisco market for the 
right project in the right location with the 
right developer.”

“We got comfortable with the project 

because there is no other product like 
it,” said Page. “It is striking from an archi-
tectural standpoint and unique because 
it’s for-sale condos on an exciting Market 
Street corridor.”

Chris Foley of Polaris Group, who helped 
entitle the project, is doing marketing and 
sales on the development.

The units will include a mix of small one-
bedrooms targeting first-time home buy-
ers and larger penthouses. Pricing has not 
been set.

“We anticipate hitting the market at a 
time when there will be very limited new 
product out there, especially in estab-
lished neighborhoods such as we are in. 
Nobody has come out and said they are 
going condo — everybody else is going 
rental,” said Spiers, who grew up in the 
Sunset District. 

Spiers and Page said Arquitectonica’s 
curtain-wall glass design would stand out 
in a neighborhood where most new con-
struction has been boxy stucco architec-

ture with bay windows.
“You see modern curtain-wall buildings 

like this downtown and in Mission Bay, but 
you don’t see them in neighborhoods like 
ours on Market Street,” said Spiers.

The project is across the street from 
Prado Group’s 80-unit rental project, 
which will include a Whole Foods market 
on the ground floor and soon begin con-
struction.

The building, which sits on a sloped 
site, will have 5,800 square feet of ground-
floor retail and two public roof decks on 
the ninth floor. Construction will take 18 
months and the sales office will open in 12 
to 14 months.

“It’s tremendously satisfying — I am 
happy we were able to keep the design 
intact,” said Spiers. “San Francisco needs 
more distinctive architecture and design 
than we have seen, especially along 
important streets like Market Street.”
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life, and the 11th of 12 CIRM-backed major 
facilities comes on line, the future of the 
agency itself isn’t quite as clear.

Without stem cell treatments or cures 
for cancers, diabetes or some other 
high-profile malady, voters are unlikely 
to approve a follow-on bond measure, if 
CIRM seeks one. CIRM leaders haven’t yet 
settled on how to carry on the agency’s 
mission after the last of Prop. 71’s funds 
are turned over to CIRM in five years. 
Proposals have included a venture phi-
lanthropy fund or corporate support that 
would take potential treatments into mid-
stage clinical trials.

CIRM leaders don’t appear to feel under 
the gun — the agency has time to devel-
op a plan and land a clinical victory to 
convince voters to approve another bond 
measure. The last of its funds likely won’t 
be disbursed to researchers until 2021, 
said Jon Thomas, chairman of the board 
that oversees CIRM, and it is setting tight 
deadlines to move potential therapies 
from bench to bedside.

“We’re actually a long, long way from 
running out of money,” Thomas said.

Promises and results
CIRM, whose voter-mandated, 10-year 

clock didn’t start ticking until it cleared 
legal challenges in 2007, has awarded 
more than $1.3 billion. Some $847 mil-
lion of that total has been paid out for 
research, training and facilities like the 
Buck’s new 65,500-square-foot building on 
its I.M. Pei-planned campus.

Inside the structure, built with a $20.5 
million grant from CIRM and a syndicat-
ed bank loan, the Buck Institute is mov-
ing in about 80 researchers through 
April. Ultimately, it will house about 125 
researchers, said Ralph O’Rear, vice presi-
dent for facilities at the Buck Institute.

“Bricks-and-mortar money is hard to 
find,” O’Rear said. “It’s harder to find 
money to recruit.”

Yet the new building will help the Buck 
Institute attract more researchers over the 
next 18 to 24 months. It already has — one 
of the labs moving into the new facility is 
run by Henry Jasper, who is moving his 
research on the role stem cells play in 
healthy digestion from the University of 
Rochester in New York state.

Wooing some of the top and soon-to-be 
top stem cell investigators to California 

has been one of the benefits of Prop. 71, 
which made CIRM the world’s deepest-
pocketed funder of stem cell research.

What’s more, said Arnold Kriegstein, 
director of the stem cell program at the 
University of California, San Francisco, the 
funding largesse has helped convert tra-
ditional medical science researchers into 
stem cell researchers.

“It really has brought a lot more of our 
scientists into the realization that some of 
the things they’re doing can apply and can 
help patients,” said Kriegstein, whose cam-
pus is the third-largest recipient of CIRM 
grants, at $121 million. “Because of CIRM 
there are facilities throughout the state 
recruiting faculty and training researchers.”

To be sure, the Bay Area is a beneficiary 
of CIRM’s pot of gold. Twenty institutions 
or companies — from Stanford University 
to OncoMed Pharmaceuticals Inc. in 
Redwood City — have raked in close to 
$470 million in research, training and facili-
ties grants.

But Marcy Darnovsky, associate execu-
tive director of the Center for Genetics 
and Society in Berkeley, said CIRM to 
date hasn’t done what Prop. 71 promised 
— find stem cell treatments and cures 
and ensure that California residents have 
access to those as affordable products. As 
a result, she said, it risks hurting science’s 
standing with the public.

“The campaign made such exaggerated 
promises. They said the (bond money) 
would pay for itself, and it’s been nowhere 
near that,” Darnovsky said. “They prom-
ised ‘Cures for California,’ with scientists 
in white coats going on TV in ad after ad 
promising that cures were coming and 
breakthroughs were imminent.”

Darnovsky made similar comments 
April 10 to an Institute of Medicine panel 

that is being paid $700,000 by CIRM to 
evaluate CIRM’s performance. The panel 
is expected to release its findings in 
November.

Seeking cures, cash
But CIRM may be turning a corner — at 

just the right time to secure its future.
Recipients of its 14 “disease team” grants, 

awarded in 2010 to researchers from mul-
tiple California institutions and some-
times from outside the United States, are 
required to file new drug applications with 
the Food and Drug Administration in 2014.

Those disease teams are zeroing in on 
potential treatments for AIDS, stroke, can-
cers, sickle cell anemia and Lou Gehrig’s 
disease, among other conditions.

CIRM attached go/no-go milestones to 
those grants, which ranged from $5.6 mil-
lion to $20 million. In fact, CIRM withdrew 
support last month for one of those pro-
grams, an effort led by UCSF research-
er Mitchel Berger to engineer stem cells 
to deliver a gene product that is toxic to 
brain tumors. CIRM had awarded a $19.2 
million grant to Berger’s team, but by stop-
ping the project when it did, CIRM saved 
$13 million, according to an agency report.

“It’s hard to look at all the good, basic 
science we’ve funded and the translation-
al science and say there’s a cure there,” 
said Jeff Sheehy, a patient advocate on 
the CIRM oversight board. “But inevita-
bly there will be a cure there. Biomedical 
research takes time.”

CIRM is readying a request for propos-
als for a second set of disease team grants 
of up to $20 million each that could be 
awarded later this year.

In the meantime, the agency is looking 
at different ways to fund its mission after 
the Prop. 71 cash runs out.

In a state-mandated report earlier this 
year, Thomas, a lawyer, investment bank-
er and scientist, and CIRM President Alan 
Trounson outlined alternative funding 
mechanisms. The options include another 
bond measure, a venture philanthropy 
fund to pay for Phase I and Phase II trials 
of programs, funding from disease founda-
tions that are moving from patient advo-
cacy into basic research funding, federal 
grants and investment from pharmaceuti-
cal companies that could better screen 
drugs for efficacy and potential safety 
issues with human stem cells.

CIRM officials, however, are tamping 
down talk of another state bond.

“We’ve made no decision at this point,” 
CIRM’s Thomas said.

Whether — and when — CIRM-funded 
programs pay off in cures is a question to 
which Kriegstein, for one, doesn’t venture 
an answer. The earliest applications of 
stem cells could most likely be as a tool in 
drug development, such as using the cells 
to test the toxicity of drugs, rather than 
the cells becoming a treatment.

“I’ve been amazed at the number of 
these (programs) moving toward the clin-
ic. Some are destined to fail — that’s the 
nature of science,” Kriegstein said. “But I 
am confident that (stem cell research) will 
be accelerated because of CIRM.”
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CONDOS: Market Street project bucks trend toward rental development
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
Institution Awards Funds

Stanford University 65 $195.5M
UCSF  42 $120.8M
UC Davis  28 $66.6 M
UC Berkeley 17 $52.4M
Buck Institute 6 $36.4M
Gladstone Institutes 15 $27.9M
UC Santa Cruz 9 $22.7M
IPierian Inc. 2 $7.1M
BioTime Inc. 1 $4.7M
San Jose State 1 $3.6M
San Francisco 
State

1 $3.6M

Fluidigm Corp. 2 $3.7M
CCSF 1 $2.5M
Berkeley City 
College

1 $2.5M

Palo Alto Institute 
for Research and 
Education Inc.

2 $2.4M

Escape 
Therapeutics

1 $1.5M

GMR Epigenetics 1 $1.5M
VistaGen 
Therapeutics Inc.

1 $1M

CHORI 2 $0.2M
StemCells Inc. 1 $0.1M
OncoMed 
Pharmaceuticals Inc.

1 $0.1M

Blood Systems 
Research Institute

1 $0.1M

Total 494 $1.3B
SOURCE: CIRM.

SAN FRANCISCO PIPELINE
Housing under construction:
Address Units

1401 Market St. 750 units
1169 Market St. 417 units
425 China Basin 329 units
333 Harrison St. 326 units
900 Folsom St. 269 units
2235 Third St. 196 units
1800 Mission St. 194 units
1285 Sutter St. 106 units
178 Townsend St. 94 units

Buck Institute’s new stem cell facility, 
left, connects with its original building.
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