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In 2013, San Francisco was facing an eviction crisis worse than anything they’d seen in years. 

As the local housing market heated up, speculators were buying smaller multi-unit buildings 

and evicting tenants using a policy known as the Ellis Act, which allows the owner of a 

property to carry out no cause evictions as long as they are removing the units from the 

rental market. Once vacant, the building can be sold off at a high price since the new owner 

can then bring in wealthier tenants. Organizers and tenant activists in San Francisco were 

interested in proposing a ballot measure that would get to the root of this problem – 

speculative property flipping, or the buying and selling of properties in short periods of time 

for significantly higher prices than what they were bought for. In 2014, organizers were able 

to get an “anti-speculation tax” put on the ballot. Proposition G, or “Prop G” as it was called, 

would impose an additional transfer tax on the total sale price of multi-unit residential 

properties sold within five years after purchase, with the highest tax on properties sold in the 

first year and then decreasing over time. After an intense campaign battling a well-funded 

opposition, who had raised over $1.5 million mostly from local and national realtor 

associations, Prop G was defeated 54% to 46%. Although ultimately unsuccessful, the 

process of drafting the ballot measure and the campaign itself offer a myriad of lessons for 

tackling one of the biggest contributors to the housing crisis: speculative property flipping.  

Lead Author, ANHD Policy Intern Eliot Hetterly 
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Changes to tax policy for the purpose of discouraging speculation or vacancies can be effective 

because it goes straight to the pocketbook. However it’s also extremely difficult; writing a 

change in tax policy that both targets the appropriate group (in this case, speculative investors) 

and complies with existing laws can be challenging, and many people are averse to tax 

increases in general, which makes changes to tax policy politically very difficult to accomplish. In 

California, as in many states, local jurisdictions do not have complete control over tax policy. 

For example they cannot tax income (such as income earned from real estate), but they can tax 

the sale of property, also known as a transfer tax. The idea for this particular ballot measure 

started off as a tax on the gains made by investors who flip properties and pocket the 

difference between what they bought it for and what it was sold for. But because San Francisco 

cannot make changes to income tax, the ballot measure instead proposed an additional 

transfer tax to try to achieve the same end.  

An additional transfer tax would mean that owners of multifamily buildings sold within five 

years of being bought would have to pay more to the city that they ordinarily would in a typical 

property sale transaction. The city of San Francisco already collects a transfer tax which 

depends on much the amount the property is sold for; it ranges from 0.5% for property sold 

for under $250,00 up to 2.5% for property sold for over $10,000,000. Prop G would have 

imposed an additional transfer tax based on the length of time the seller had owned the 

property, as shown in the table below. The quicker the building was flipped, the higher the tax 

rate would have been. While the rate would have varied based on the length of time, the 

additional transfer tax was still proposed as a flat tax, meaning it wouldn’t have been 

dependent on the profit made from the building’s sale. Whether the investor made $50,000 on 

the sale or $2 million, the rate would have been the same. Finally, the money generated from 

the tax would have gone into a general fund rather than to a dedicated purpose. This was 

largely because in San Francisco, proposals for a general revenue tax only require a simple 

majority vote to be passed, while proposals for a dedicated tax (for example, the money from 

the tax would go to fund affordable housing) require a 2/3 majority vote.   
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The ballot measure included some exceptions for the additional transfer tax. The additional 

tax did not apply to single-family houses or condominium units, to properties where the 

owner had used it as a primary residence for at least one year prior to the sale, to properties 

with more than 30 residential units, to properties sold for less than what the owner originally 

paid, to properties sold within one year of the owner’s death, to properties legally restricted 

for low- and middle-income housing, and to newly built housing. Overall, the additional tax 

was meant to specifically target investors who were buying and flipping small multifamily 

buildings (under 30 units), since at that time these were the buildings most vulnerable to 

evictions and speculation. The following sections discuss why organizers designed the policy 

in exactly this way.  

The decision to put an anti-speculation tax on the ballot in San Francisco was a participatory 

process, rooted in the experiences of low-income tenants. A coalition called the San Francisco 

Anti-Displacement Coalition, or SFADC, who had come together previously to fight the 

conversion of rent-controlled units into condos, held a series of neighborhood-level tenant 

conventions in order to allow tenants themselves to discuss the issues they were facing and 

debate possible solutions. SDADC’s goal was to generate a list of potential initiatives to tackle 

the housing crisis, and select one initiative to put on the ballot in 2014. Ideas for a ballot 

measure were discussed at the neighborhood-level conventions, and then the top 7 were 

brought to a citywide convention in February of 2014. Hundreds of people came out to discuss 

and then vote on the final list of 7 ballot measure initiatives, from a vacancy tax to a rent freeze. 

In the end, the initiative with the most votes was an anti-speculation tax, which would have 

imposed a heavy tax on the gains made by flipping properties.  

Length of Time Seller Has Owned the Property Additional Tax Rate 

Less than one year 24% 

Two to three years 20% 

Three to four years 18% 

Four to five years 14% 
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The anti-speculation tax was most popular with voters at the citywide tenant convention largely 

because of the nature of the crisis they were facing at that particular moment. San Francisco 

was rapidly losing rent controlled units due to what in California are called “Ellis Act evictions.” 

The Ellis Act allows owners of a property to evict tenants without just cause as long as they are 

removing the units from the rental market. Since the market price of a building is typically 

based on current rent, rent controlled buildings could be bought cheaply by investors, who 

would then evict all the tenants using the Ellis Act and re-sell the vacant building at a much 

higher rate, to a new owner who would be able to bring in wealthier tenants at higher rents. A 

report on Ellis Act evictions states that between 2009 and 2013, 51% of Ellis Act evictions were 

commenced by owners within the first year after they bought the property, and 78% were 

commenced within the first five years, revealing the connection between the Ellis Act and 

speculative property flipping.1 Furthermore, 30% of units vacated using the Ellis Act were 

owned by “serial evictors,” or property owners who have used the Ellis Act to evict tenants in 

other properties. The report estimates that at least 10,000 San Francisco tenants had been 

displaced through the Ellis Act. As shown in the figure below, Ellis Act evictions were at an all-

time high in 2013 when the neighborhood-level tenant conventions were being held. An anti-

speculation tax that would discourage speculative property flipping and the displacement that 

comes with it was therefore very appealing to tenants.  

1  
The Speculator Loophole: Ellis Act Evictions in San Francisco.  April 2, 2014.  http://antievictionmappingproject.net/

EllisActReport.pdf  

Figure 1. Evictions under the Ellis Act reached an all-time high in 2013. Research and mapping done by 
the Anti-Eviction Mapping Project.  

http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf
http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf
https://www.antievictionmap.com/
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However, it wasn’t just the increase in Ellis Act evictions that led tenants to vote for the anti-

speculation tax; it was the particular kind of Ellis Act evictions that were sweeping San Francisco 

at that time. A common method of removing rent controlled units from their regulated status 

in San Francisco is by converting them into a legal form of shared ownership in California called 

“tenancy in common” or TIC, similar to a condo but legally different. Rent control laws in 

California restrict conversions of rent controlled units into condos but not TICs. Landlords and 

speculators get around the condo conversion restrictions by legally converting units into TICs, 

and then eventually converting the TICs into condos. However, the TIC status is only applicable 

to units with 20 units or less, which is why speculators were targeting smaller multifamily 

buildings. Organizers and tenants wanted a ballot measure that would not only discourage 

speculation, but discourage this specific type of speculation that was destroying the stock of 

rent controlled units in smaller multifamily buildings and displacing so many low-income 

tenants.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2. A senior evicted from her home through the Ellis Act. Source: The Speculator Loophole: Ellis 
Act Evictions in San Francisco. http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf 
 

http://antievictionmappingproject.net/EllisActReport.pdf
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As explained in the previous section, the San Francisco ballot initiative was chosen based on 

the experiences of low-income tenants at that time. Choosing the ballot initiative that 

organizers would put their energy behind was only one part of the process, though; drafting 

the actual language of the ballot measure in light of the political and legal realities was another 

challenge.  

Income Tax versus Transfer Tax 

Tenants and organizers who attended the citywide convention liked the idea of taxing the profit 

that investors made from flipping a property – that way the bigger the difference between what 

the building was bought for and what it was sold for, the more the person would have to pay. 

This would directly tie the tax to speculative gains, the root of the problem. However, gains 

from real estate are considered income, and local jurisdictions in California cannot tax income. 

An anti-speculation tax based on taxing gains would therefore not be legally possible at the City 

level.  

Once organizers realized this, they had to reassess whether or not moving forward with the 

anti-speculation tax idea would be worth it. They could solve the legal issue by modifying their 

original idea to be a transfer tax instead, but many felt that this was a significant shift and 

changed the heart of the proposal. After some last minute debate, the coalition ultimately 

decided to move forward with a proposal for an additional transfer tax, not wanting to lose the 

momentum that the tenant conventions had generated and let down the people who had put 

so much work into the process.  

The campaign to get Proposition G passed was arduous; the coalition was up against an 

incredibly well-funded opposition made up of realtors associations as well as conservative 

voters and small property owners ideologically opposed to any kind of tax increase. Ultimately 

Prop G lost by a narrow margin, 54% to 46%. Nonetheless, organizers learned a number of 
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lessons through the process of drafting the ballot measure and campaigning for it that might 

be relevant to organizers in other cities.  

Planning and Preparation 

The tenant conventions were enormously successful in terms of bringing people together to 

talk about housing issues and involve them in the process of selecting a ballot initiative. 

However voting on a ballot initiative before the language was fully fleshed out created 

expectations that were not grounded in reality. The proposal that won the vote at the city-wide 

convention was an anti-speculation tax that would tax income, while the proposal that ended 

up on the ballot measure was instead a transfer tax. Many felt frustrated by this change.  Had 

the proposal been vetted and the legal realities considered beforehand, expectations might 

have been more realistic.   

Advanced planning of the exact language that would go in the ballot measure might have also 

helped for the campaigning. The citywide tenant convention happened in February, and the 

language was not finalized until about 4-5 months later. The momentum that was built up 

during the convention was lost during this interim period, and the delay also left little time to 

actually start campaigning.  

Fighting the Opposition 

In part due to the last-minute planning of the campaign, the coalition was not as prepared as 

they could have been to battle an intensely organized, well-funded, and strategic opposition. 

Before the coalition could get out their message, they immediately came under attack from the 

other side. As a result, they spent much of the campaign on the defensive, trying to dispel the 

misinformation that the opposition was putting out through aggressive advertising and mailers. 

For example, the opposition capitalized on the idea that the tax was meant to hurt small 

property owners and families by restricting them from making a profit off of the sale of their 

homes. One advertisement claimed that the “housing tax,” as it was called, would mean 

“Seniors Lose: Their retirement nest eggs could be scrambled by this massive new tax.” Instead 

of being a conversation about speculation, the fight over Prop G became a debate over 

property rights. One of the lessons here is to think strategically about getting a message out 

early and clearly to frame the debate. Another is to think strategically about how the details of a 

proposal might be written to avoid opposition from key constituencies. In this case, it ’s possible 

the coalition could have avoided antagonizing small property owners by excluding buildings 

with less than 4 units from the tax instead of only single-family homes.  



ANHD | 50 Broad Street Suite #1402, New York, NY 10004 | www.anhd.org | @ANHDnyc  

 

 

 8

Another lesson the coalition learned was to use limited resources wisely; polling before the 

campaign started would have been helpful in knowing some of the vulnerabilities of the 

proposal and therefore the points the opposition would capitalize on. For example, the 

opposition took advantage of the fact that the tax would go to a general fund (“going to fund fat 

cats in city hall”) rather than be dedicated for a purpose like affordable housing. Knowing their 

vulnerabilities might have helped the coalition shore up any weak points in their proposal 

design and campaign framing. 

Ultimately, the opposition outspent the coalition by 12 to 1. Since 2014 was an off-election 

year, local, state and national realtors’ associations had plenty of funding to put into this 

campaign, knowing that if Prop G passed in San Francisco, it could potentially happen 

elsewhere. Therefore opposition was incredibly well-funded, which enabled them to hire 

professional campaigners who could design slick messages, put out a barrage of 

advertisements, hold rallies, and send mailers to people all over San Francisco.  

 

While ultimately Prop G did not pass, the coalition nonetheless accomplished an incredible 

amount of work in limited time, with a very small budget and a mostly volunteer run campaign. 

Gaining 46% percent of the vote against such a well-funded and organized opposition is truly 

remarkable. And, despite the loss in 2014, the San Francisco Anti-Displacement Coalition has 

certainly not given up the fight. They are still holding tenant conventions and working to build a 

national movement of tenants, and they are still documenting and fighting against 

displacement. 

However the nature of the housing crisis has changed since 2013. While at that time the crisis 

was the loss of rent controlled units through Ellis Act evictions and TIC conversions, now the 

issue is more about dramatic rent increases across the board, and fighting against 

displacement as a result of being priced out. Even bigger multifamily buildings are at 

speculative risk now, not only smaller ones. As one of the organizers interviewed for this report 
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mentioned, “The housing crisis is a moving target.” It is up to housing justice advocates to find 

the right intervention for the right moment.  

 

 

This case study is based on interviews with the following individuals:  

 Deepa Varma (San Francisco Tenants Union), August 2 

 Peter Cohen (Council of Community Housing Organizations), August 8 

 Gen Fujioka (Chinatown Community Development Center), August 16 

 Maria Zamudio (Causa Justa/Just Cause), August 16 

 

 

 


