
San Francisco Government Screws Up 
Everything They Try To Do
For the amount of public money spent, the city could have purchased the property. 

By David Sjostedt, Kevin V. Nguyen, and Ezra Wallach

The marble lobby of San Francisco’s Hotel Whitcomb was long a gathering place for power brokers, 
from the early 1900s, when it served as a temporary City Hall, through the term of Mayor Ed Lee, who 
often took his morning meetings at the cafe. 

But nearly two years after receiving $32 million from the city to repair its damaged infrastructure and 
make up for lost revenue during the pandemic, the historic Market Street hotel, co-owned by New York 
real estate magnate Aby Rosen, is still a carcass in a neighborhood gasping for air.  

The Whitcomb was one of 25 hotels that joined a $415 million initiative to shelter San Francisco’s 
homeless population during the pandemic. Owner RFR Holding, led by Rosen, received the largest cut 
of them all, totaling $89 million for a 33-month contract. 

An unprecedented effort to move thousands of homeless people off the city’s streets ended with a 
controversial legacy. After the program ended, RFR and the owners of eight other hotels filed legal 
claims against the city for millions in damages. RFR alleged that program clients destroyed $29 million 
worth of property, and the hotel lost out on $35 million in revenue. 

Related

A housing unit for the homeless has sat vacant for 2 years. Why?
‘Rampages,’ overdoses, suicide attempts: Incidents at homeless shelters double in 2 years
SF needs beds for mentally ill homeless people. It’ll cost millions

The city settled with RFR for $32 million, more than five times the amount any other hotel received, 
paying the company an additional $19.5 million on top of its initial contract. This brought the 
Whitcomb’s final receipt for the initiative to $108 million. 

But while at least six hotels that received settlement funds have since reopened, the Whitcomb hasn’t 
filed any renovation permits, according to Department of Building Inspection records. Instead, RFR has 
been marketing the property for sale at a reported price of $75 million while keeping it vacant. 

To neighbors of the building, that decision represents a violation, if not of the law, than of expectations 
the out-of-town investors would restore the hotel to its former glory. It also poses a major obstacle to 
rehabilitating one of the city’s most vital neighborhoods.
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“They got money from the city and are not doing anything,” said Jeannie Kim, owner of SAMS 
American Eatery across the street from the hotel. “Everyone talks about the Twitter exit, but the 
Whitcomb was the true pillar of Mid-Market.”

Before the hotel shut down at the onset of the pandemic, its guests and staff made up more than half 
Kim’s business, she said, allowing her to open another restaurant next door in 2017. 

She and her partners have since closed the second business, Fermentation Lab, because of a lack of foot 
traffic. 

RFR Holding, which boasts a portfolio worth $16 billion, has removed the property from its website 
and in September filed a permit to decommission the hotel’s boilers. Industry sources familiar with the 
listing said the 459-room hotel’s value continues to plummet the longer it sits in the market, with 
nearby office buildings and similar properties trading for less than half pre-pandemic prices.

The total cost to the city to run the shelter at the Whitcomb for 33 months came to $134 million, 
including the settlement and a separate $25 million contract with the nonprofit Five Keys, which 
provided social services at the site.

“That does raise questions,” Board of Supervisors President Rafael Mandelman said. “Is this an 
expense [the city] would’ve chosen to make? Or would we have rather just bought the Whitcomb?”

Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard
Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

A legal claim submitted by RFR stated that the settlement payout, received on top of the $89 million 
shelter contract, would be used to “repair and renovate the location” to its pre-pandemic condition.

The Standard did not receive comment from RFR or attorneys who have represented the hotel’s 
business entity across years of contracts and lawsuits.

Jen Kwart, a spokesperson for the city attorney’s office, said RFR’s claim isn’t legally binding, and 
there was no agreement its owners would use the money to repair the property. She added that the city 
diligently investigated the company’s claims.

Nearby, the Tilden Hotel and Hotel Union Square, which received settlements of $2.9 million and $5.4 
million, respectively, have also not reopened. The hotels’ owners couldn’t be reached. The Hotel Union 
Square in March 2023 pulled a permit for pipe and sprinkler maintenance, but it’s unclear if there are 
plans to reopen.

‘A pretty intense disaster’
At the peak of the hotel shelter program, more than 400 homeless people lived in the eight-story Hotel 
Whitcomb. Sources said the initiative was marked by chaos. Fueled by the desperation of the times, 
city officials rubber-stamped multimillion-dollar contracts, and staff were temporarily redistributed 
across city agencies and nonprofits to run the operations.

“It was such a chaotic time,” said Steve Good, CEO of Five Keys. “There was a mad rush to get people 
into shelter, which undoubtedly did save lives.”
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The city temporarily sheltered more than 3,700 people over two years, with 1,835 moving into the 
hotels. Proponents credit the program for staving off an increase in homelessness after traditional 
shelters drastically reduced capacity, and millions of people nationwide lost their jobs. 

Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

However, with the chaos came tragedy. Twenty-one people died of overdoses inside the Whitcomb 
during the program’s run, according to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. At least 755 people 
returned from the hotels to the streets or unknown locations. Ultimately, the city settled with nine hotels 
for a total of $59 million in damage claims.

While some city officials presumed the federal government would reimburse the expenses, the city 
hasn’t received $519 million in requested Covid relief funds, roughly half of which was spent on the 
shelter program, according to the Controller’s Office. There are doubts the city will ever recoup the 
cash under President Donald Trump, potentially adding to an $867 million budget deficit over the next 
two years.

“Why isn’t the city attorney bringing a lawsuit? Why is everyone so blasé about this?” asked Randy 
Shaw, executive director of the Tenderloin Housing Clinic. “This should be the biggest story in town.”

Ricky Matthews, a manager at the Downtown Streets Team during the pandemic, said he remembers 
visiting the Whitcomb once or twice a month to check on a client. 

Source: Jason Henry for The Standard

The lobby was littered with garbage, he said. Windows were broken, tables were missing legs, and the 
sound of screams reverberated through the hallways. His client, who was confined to a wheelchair and 
living on the fifth floor, was often imprisoned in their hotel room because the elevators didn’t work. 

“It honestly felt apocalyptic,” Matthews said. “I don’t know what condition it was in before, but it was 
a pretty intense disaster.” 

Good of Five Keys contends the hotel was in less-than-pristine shape before his nonprofit showed up. 
He acknowledged, however, that it was difficult for his staff to monitor clients suffering from mental 
illness and drug addiction due to the size of the hotel. 

Related
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“It was just inventing new things that didn’t exist in the shelter system, like organizing food service, 
hospital care, and social workers into this behemoth, this huge building,” Good said. “It wasn’t a 
situation where if somebody was hoarding or refusing room checks, we could send them back out into 
the street, because we’re in the middle of a pandemic.” 

Sources who have recently been inside the hotel say it’s in ragged shape; just a few rooms were 
renovated for showings. But the ground-floor lobby, embossed in marble and stone, remains grandiose. 
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It was utilized in September for a public art installation during the More Than 2 Blocks of Art street 
festival. 

Where did the money go?
Staff at the Hotel Garrett, a three-star boutique a block from the Whitcomb that was formerly called the 
Good Hotel, tell a more triumphant story. During the shelter-in-place period, drug dealers were known 
to work on the corner outside the hotel, and victims of drugs, homelessness, and mental illness suffered 
visibly on the surrounding streets. 

But when The Standard visited the hotel last week, its fortunes appeared to have turned. Attendees of 
the nearby JPMorgan Healthcare Conference filled the lobby, which was adorned with abstract artwork 
and new furnishings. 

Grace Doleno, a manager at the Garrett, credited the city’s settlement money for the hotel’s revival.

“Little by little, it changed,” Doleno said.
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It remains unknown if RFR spent any of the $32 million settlement on the Whitcomb. But its larger 
business troubles hint at an empire crumbling.

Rosen’s portfolio favors historic landmarks, such as The Reserve on Battery Street, and his expensive 
party lifestyle has come under scrutiny as RFR struggles to pay commercial debts taken out before the 
pandemic. 

SAMS owner Kim, who sits on the board of the neighborhood Community Benefit District, said 
businesses are fed up with the Whitcomb sitting vacant. 

“The bones of the building are still great,” she said. “It needs to be sold and fixed. Then we can talk 
about this area getting revitalized.” 
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The marble lobby of San Francisco’s Hotel Whitcomb was long a gathering place for power brokers, from the early 1900s, when it served as a temporary City Hall, through the term of Mayor Ed Lee, who often took his morning meetings at the cafe. 

But nearly two years after receiving $32 million from the city to repair its damaged infrastructure and make up for lost revenue during the pandemic, the historic Market Street hotel, co-owned by New York real estate magnate Aby Rosen, is still a carcass in a neighborhood gasping for air.  

The Whitcomb was one of 25 hotels that joined a $415 million initiative to shelter San Francisco’s homeless population during the pandemic. Owner RFR Holding, led by Rosen, received the largest cut of them all, totaling $89 million for a 33-month contract. 

An unprecedented effort to move thousands of homeless people off the city’s streets ended with a controversial legacy. After the program ended, RFR and the owners of eight other hotels filed legal claims against the city for millions in damages. RFR alleged that program clients destroyed $29 million worth of property, and the hotel lost out on $35 million in revenue. 
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The image shows a red tent in front of a building, a 2024 November calendar with days crossed out, and an eviction notice, highlighting homelessness and eviction issues.A housing unit for the homeless has sat vacant for 2 years. Why?

The image shows an open doorway leading to a room with a metal detector. Notices are posted on the glass, and a trash can is placed outside.‘Rampages,’ overdoses, suicide attempts: Incidents at homeless shelters double in 2 years

A city street at night with a blue tent on the sidewalk, neon signs, a parked scooter, and cars.SF needs beds for mentally ill homeless people. It’ll cost millions

The city settled with RFR for $32 million, more than five times the amount any other hotel received, paying the company an additional $19.5 million on top of its initial contract. This brought the Whitcomb’s final receipt for the initiative to $108 million. 

But while at least six hotels that received settlement funds have since reopened, the Whitcomb hasn’t filed any renovation permits, according to Department of Building Inspection records. Instead, RFR has been marketing the property for sale at a reported price of $75 million while keeping it vacant. 

To neighbors of the building, that decision represents a violation, if not of the law, than of expectations the out-of-town investors would restore the hotel to its former glory. It also poses a major obstacle to rehabilitating one of the city’s most vital neighborhoods.

The image shows an elegant lobby with marble floors, tall pillars, wooden accents, and two grand chandeliers. There's a &quot;Registration&quot; sign on a counter.Source: Jason Henry for The Standard

A smiling man with white hair and a light blue shirt under a black suit jacket is sitting at an elegantly set table with floral decorations and blue glasses.Source: Patrick McMullan/Getty Images

“They got money from the city and are not doing anything,” said Jeannie Kim, owner of SAMS American Eatery across the street from the hotel. “Everyone talks about the Twitter exit, but the Whitcomb was the true pillar of Mid-Market.”

Before the hotel shut down at the onset of the pandemic, its guests and staff made up more than half Kim’s business, she said, allowing her to open another restaurant next door in 2017. 

She and her partners have since closed the second business, Fermentation Lab, because of a lack of foot traffic. 

RFR Holding, which boasts a portfolio worth $16 billion, has removed the property from its website and in September filed a permit to decommission the hotel’s boilers. Industry sources familiar with the listing said the 459-room hotel’s value continues to plummet the longer it sits in the market, with nearby office buildings and similar properties trading for less than half pre-pandemic prices.

The total cost to the city to run the shelter at the Whitcomb for 33 months came to $134 million, including the settlement and a separate $25 million contract with the nonprofit Five Keys, which provided social services at the site.

“That does raise questions,” Board of Supervisors President Rafael Mandelman said. “Is this an expense [the city] would’ve chosen to make? Or would we have rather just bought the Whitcomb?”

The image shows a partially open door leading to a dimly lit hallway under construction, with stacked materials and tools visible inside.Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

A person in a coat and hood walks past the entrance of Tilden Hotel. The building's facade is dark with signage and a distinct round logo above the door.Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

A legal claim submitted by RFR stated that the settlement payout, received on top of the $89 million shelter contract, would be used to “repair and renovate the location” to its pre-pandemic condition.

The Standard did not receive comment from RFR or attorneys who have represented the hotel’s business entity across years of contracts and lawsuits.

Jen Kwart, a spokesperson for the city attorney’s office, said RFR’s claim isn’t legally binding, and there was no agreement its owners would use the money to repair the property. She added that the city diligently investigated the company’s claims.

Nearby, the Tilden Hotel and Hotel Union Square, which received settlements of $2.9 million and $5.4 million, respectively, have also not reopened. The hotels’ owners couldn’t be reached. The Hotel Union Square in March 2023 pulled a permit for pipe and sprinkler maintenance, but it’s unclear if there are plans to reopen.

‘A pretty intense disaster’At the peak of the hotel shelter program, more than 400 homeless people lived in the eight-story Hotel Whitcomb. Sources said the initiative was marked by chaos. Fueled by the desperation of the times, city officials rubber-stamped multimillion-dollar contracts, and staff were temporarily redistributed across city agencies and nonprofits to run the operations.

“It was such a chaotic time,” said Steve Good, CEO of Five Keys. “There was a mad rush to get people into shelter, which undoubtedly did save lives.”

The city temporarily sheltered more than 3,700 people over two years, with 1,835 moving into the hotels. Proponents credit the program for staving off an increase in homelessness after traditional shelters drastically reduced capacity, and millions of people nationwide lost their jobs. 

A parking lot entrance has various signs, including a blue one for public parking at a flat rate of $30, and another indicating valet parking only.Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

However, with the chaos came tragedy. Twenty-one people died of overdoses inside the Whitcomb during the program’s run, according to the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner. At least 755 people returned from the hotels to the streets or unknown locations. Ultimately, the city settled with nine hotels for a total of $59 million in damage claims.

While some city officials presumed the federal government would reimburse the expenses, the city hasn’t received $519 million in requested Covid relief funds, roughly half of which was spent on the shelter program, according to the Controller’s Office. There are doubts the city will ever recoup the cash under President Donald Trump, potentially adding to an $867 million budget deficit over the next two years.

“Why isn’t the city attorney bringing a lawsuit? Why is everyone so blasé about this?” asked Randy Shaw, executive director of the Tenderloin Housing Clinic. “This should be the biggest story in town.”

Ricky Matthews, a manager at the Downtown Streets Team during the pandemic, said he remembers visiting the Whitcomb once or twice a month to check on a client. 

The image shows the entrance of Hotel Whitcomb with a red canopy, a colorful &quot;ART&quot; flag, and a person walking along the brick sidewalk.Source: Jason Henry for The Standard

The lobby was littered with garbage, he said. Windows were broken, tables were missing legs, and the sound of screams reverberated through the hallways. His client, who was confined to a wheelchair and living on the fifth floor, was often imprisoned in their hotel room because the elevators didn’t work. 

“It honestly felt apocalyptic,” Matthews said. “I don’t know what condition it was in before, but it was a pretty intense disaster.” 

Good of Five Keys contends the hotel was in less-than-pristine shape before his nonprofit showed up. He acknowledged, however, that it was difficult for his staff to monitor clients suffering from mental illness and drug addiction due to the size of the hotel. 

Related

A group of people is crossing a city street. They are walking away from a corner building with a large sign that reads "Aida Hotel." The scene is sunny and urban.Desperate emails reveal pressure on officials to clean up Mid-Market

Aerial view of a dense urban cityscape with a mix of high-rise buildings and a clear sky.As Elon Musk’s X leaves, a new breed of small business tries to light up SF’s Mid-Market 

A collage with a tall building, a stack of money and a woman with blonde hair smiles warmly at the camera.Revealed: The anonymous donor behind $100M Market St. housing project

“It was just inventing new things that didn’t exist in the shelter system, like organizing food service, hospital care, and social workers into this behemoth, this huge building,” Good said. “It wasn’t a situation where if somebody was hoarding or refusing room checks, we could send them back out into the street, because we’re in the middle of a pandemic.” 

Sources who have recently been inside the hotel say it’s in ragged shape; just a few rooms were renovated for showings. But the ground-floor lobby, embossed in marble and stone, remains grandiose. It was utilized in September for a public art installation during the More Than 2 Blocks of Art street festival. 

Where did the money go?Staff at the Hotel Garrett, a three-star boutique a block from the Whitcomb that was formerly called the Good Hotel, tell a more triumphant story. During the shelter-in-place period, drug dealers were known to work on the corner outside the hotel, and victims of drugs, homelessness, and mental illness suffered visibly on the surrounding streets. 

But when The Standard visited the hotel last week, its fortunes appeared to have turned. Attendees of the nearby JPMorgan Healthcare Conference filled the lobby, which was adorned with abstract artwork and new furnishings. 

Grace Doleno, a manager at the Garrett, credited the city’s settlement money for the hotel’s revival.



“Little by little, it changed,” Doleno said.

A woman in a black blazer and patterned blouse sits on a beige armchair, with a relaxed expression, in a softly lit room with curtains.Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

A person stands outside a green building with barred windows. Sunlight peeks behind them, creating a starburst effect. A multi-story building is in the background.Source: Camille Cohen for The Standard

It remains unknown if RFR spent any of the $32 million settlement on the Whitcomb. But its larger business troubles hint at an empire crumbling.

Rosen’s portfolio favors historic landmarks, such as The Reserve on Battery Street, and his expensive party lifestyle has come under scrutiny as RFR struggles to pay commercial debts taken out before the pandemic. 

SAMS owner Kim, who sits on the board of the neighborhood Community Benefit District, said businesses are fed up with the Whitcomb sitting vacant. 

“The bones of the building are still great,” she said. “It needs to be sold and fixed. Then we can talk about this area getting revitalized.” 
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