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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
Café International is a local coffee shop and café in the Lower Haight that has served as a prominent
“neighborhood hub” and has supported local artists and performers since 1987. Located on Haight Street
between Fillmore and Steiner streets, Café International offers an array of international cuisines and coffees. The
café is well known and treasured among the community as a meeting spot for community organizers, a host of art
exhibitions featuring new artists, a spot to hear free Jazz once a week, one of the last venues in San Francisco to
host a regular open microphone and poetry night. The open mic/poetry night is culturally significant and relevant
to the Lower Haight community, which once hosted several of these types of events. The café also hosts the JAG
musical group for retirees, a type of event that cannot be found elsewhere in San Francisco.

CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years?

No, the applicant has not operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years:

508 Haight Street from 1987 to 2016 (29 years)

PER CRITERION 1, has the business operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30
years, had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, significantly contributed to the
history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, face a
significant risk of displacement?

Yes. The applicant has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30 years, has had no
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to the history or identity of
the Lower Haight neighborhood and, if not included in the Registry, faces a significant risk of displacement.

CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
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Yes, the applicant has contributed to the Lower Haight neighborhood’s history and identity.

The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways the
applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or community:

Café International is associated with the art of serving unique, exotic coffees and the tradition of organizing
open microphone nights and musical events.

Café International has contributed to the Lower Haight community’s history and identity by serving as a local
eatery and community hub for artists, musicians, community organizers and those looking for unique musical
and cuisine experiences. The café has gained a reputation as a “neighborhood hub” and a “Lower Haight
institution” for its welcoming and diverse atmosphere and cuisines and its openness to community activities
and engagement.

Café International faces a risk of displacement due to the recent sharp increases in rent. Displacement of
Café International would be a significant loss of cultural fabric of the Lower Haight neighborhood, as it is one
of a few coffee shops that continue to serve and provide space for the community.

The 1900s property has not been previously evaluated by the Planning Department for potential historical
significance. The property is considered a “Category B Property” that requires further review per the Planning
Department’s CEQA review procedure for historical resources.

The business has been cited in the following publications:
SF Gate, July 14, 2009, “People Meter: Café International, S.F.,” by Trey Bundy
SF Chronicle, July 14, 2009, “Celebrating diversity at S.F.’s Café International,” by Trey Bundy
SF Weekly, “Best Place to find Free Live Jazz Every Sunday Afternoon.”

CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define the
business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?

Yes, Café International is committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define its craft of
serving unique dishes and coffees and its tradition of hosting a variety of community, musical and artistic events.

HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Café International qualifies for the Legacy Business
Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the below listed
physical features and traditions.

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:

Twenty foot wide mural on the wall of the back patio portraying a dance attended by members of many
cultures dressed in culturally representative clothing

Sign along the front facade of the storefront

Angled storefront sequence

Walk-up counter space/coffee bar

Back patio space
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Café International currently
located at 508 Haight Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code
Section 2A.242.

Richard Kurylo, Manager
Legacy Business Program
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Small Business Commission
Draft Resolution

HEARING DATE NOVEMBER 14, 2016
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Application No.: LBR-2015-16-070
Business Name: Café International
Business Address: 508 Haight Street
District: District 5
Applicant: Zahra Saleh, Owner
Nomination Date: June 27, 2016
Nominated By: Supervisor London Breed
Staff Contact: Richard Kurylo

legacybusiness@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR CAFÉ
INTERNATIONAL, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 508 HAIGHT STREET.

WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains a

registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, community-
serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and

WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San

Francisco operations exceeding two years; or

WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30 years,

has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to the history or
identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a significant risk of
displacement; and

WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and

WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define the

business; and

WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on November 14, 2016, the San Francisco Small Business

Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry application; therefore
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Café International in the Legacy

Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below listed

physical features and traditions at Café International:

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:

Twenty foot wide mural on the wall of the back patio portraying a dance attended by members of many
cultures dressed in culturally representative clothing

Sign along the front facade of the storefront

Angled storefront sequence

Walk-up counter space/coffee bar

Back patio space

__________________________________________________________________________________________

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on
November 14, 2016.

_________________________
Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Director

RESOLUTION NO. _________________________

Ayes –
Nays –
Abstained –
Absent –



'MALL BUSINESS COMMISSION C IT Y AND COUNT Y OF SAN FRANCISCO

MARK DW IGHT , PRESIDENT EDW IN M. LEE , MAYO R

REGINA D ICK-ENDRIZZI , D IRECTO R

SMALL BUSINESS ASSIST ANCE CENT ER / SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION
1 DR. CARLTO N B. GOODLETT PLACE, ROOM 110 , SAN FRANCISCO, CAL IFORNIA 94102-4681
Smal l Bus iness Ass is tance Cen ter ( 415) 554-6134 / Sm al l Bus iness Comm iss ion (415) 554-6408

())*+,-.+/0 1/23 LBR-2015-16-070
Business Name: Café International
Business Address: 508 Haight Street
District: District 5
Applicant: Zahra Saleh, Owner
Nomination Date: June 27, 2016
Nominated By: Supervisor London Breed

CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in
San Francisco operations exceeding two years? Yes X No

PER CRITERION 1: Has the business operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than
30 years, significantly contributed to the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community
and, if not included in the Registry, face a significant risk of displacement?

X Yes No

508 Haight Street from 1987 to 2016 (29 years)

CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community? X Yes No

CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? X Yes No

NOTES: NA

DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: September 19, 2016

Richard Kurylo
Manager, Legacy Business Program

Legacy
Business
Registry

Application Review
Sheet
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President, Board of Supervisor 
District 5 

 

City and County of San Francisco 

 
 

LONDON N. BREED 
 

 
Monday, June 27th, 2016 
 
Office of Small Business 
Small Business Commission 
City Hall, Suite 110 
San Francisco, CA 94102 
 
To whom it may concern: 
 
I am writing to nominate Café International at 508 Haight Street for the Legacy Business Registry Program.  
 
Café International has been a cornerstone of the Lower Haight/Fillmore community since its founding in 
1985. While many changes have occurred in the neighborhood since then, the café continues to be known 
as a prime venue for local artists and performers.  
 
The café is an asset to the community. Café International is a “neighborhood hub,” providing a meeting 
spot for community organizers. For example, the founders of Burning Man first organized on the back 
patio of Café International, and the Lower Haight Merchants and the Neighbors Association currently 
holds meetings there.  
 
Café International supports local artists by hosting an art exhibition for new artists on the first Tuesday 
of every month. The Café International also presents free Jazz every Sunday and hosts a group of retired 
musicians on the last Saturday of each month. It is also one of the last venues in San Francisco for spoken 
word performances with a regular open microphone night and poetry night. 
 
I am proud to nominate Café International for the Legacy Business Registry Program, and I know that they 
are excited about this opportunity as well. Owner Zahra Saleh and her family have operated Café 
International in the same location without any breaks in operation since she purchased the Café in 1990. 
You can contact them through their legal counsel, Aaron R. Jackson, at 415.379.0560, or 
aaron@jacksonlawgrouppc.com. 
 
Should you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to reach out to my office at (415) 554-7630, 
or BreedStaff@sfgov.org. Thank you for your consideration.    
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
President London Breed 
Board of Supervisors 
City & County of San Francisco 
 

mailto:aaron@jacksonlawgrouppc.com
mailto:BreedStaff@sfgov.org
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ÎÏÒÓÕÖ× ØÙÖÚ
Business Location(s).
List the business address of the original San Francisco location, the start date of business, and the dates of operation at

the original location. Check the box indicating whether the original location of the business in San Francisco is the

founding location of the business. If the business moved from its original location and has had additional addresses in

San Francisco, identify all other addresses and the dates of operation at each address. For businesses with more than

one location, list the additional locations in section three of the narrative.

ORIGINAL SAN FRANCISCO ADDRESS: ZIP CODE: ÛÜÞßÜ àÞÜá âã äåÛæçáÛÛ

IS THIS LOCATION THE FOUNDING LOCATION OF THE BUSINESS? àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç ÞÜ ÜéæÛ êâëÞÜâç
íî Yes

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

OTHER ADDRESSES (if applicable): ZIP CODE: àÞÜáÛ âã âèáßÞÜæâç
ïðñòðó
End:

ëðè Ø¿·¹¸¬ Í¬®»»¬ çìïïé ïçèé

ïçèé ¬¸®±«¹¸ °®»»²¬
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A. Café International Has Operated Continuously Since 1987

In 1987, Rouf Nasser opened Café International at 508 Haight Street in San Francisco, a

community based and community creating coffee shop. Mr. Nasser operated Café International

at the same location for four (4) years.

In and around 1990, Zahra Saleh became interested in Café International due to its

diversity and service to the community. Accordingly, Zahra worked at the Café without

compensation for one year in order to determine whether she wanted to purchase the Café. After

the year, she realized that she loved the Café and the community it served and purchased the

Café. Zahra has operated Café International in the same location without any breaks in operation

since she purchased the Café in and around 1991.

Café International is essentially a family operation. Zahra runs the business with the help

of her daughter and her niece. Specifically, Zahra’s daughter works several days each week; and,

Zahra’s niece works every afternoon, save for one day a week.

As for documentation that Café International has been in operation for more than twenty

(20) years, we submitted the following attached hereto: (1) a letter from the original owner of

International Café, Rouf Nasser, indicating the start date of the business as 1987 and the

purchase of the business by Zahra Saleh in and around 1991; (2) a Bay Guardian article entitled

“Rents Rise in Lower Haight,” published in May 2003 (see the “LAFCO Suspension tabled”

article therein), which indicates that the Café is 15 years old and, thus, confirming that the Café

has been in operation since at least 1988; (3) the SF Gate article that states that Zahra has been

operating the Café since 1992; over twenty two (22) years ago; and (4) correspondence dated

June 16, 2016 from accountant Basheer K. Abdullah, M.B.A., indicating that he has prepared the
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documentation should suffice to establish that the Café has been in continuous operation for over

twenty (20) years. Additionally, in the SF Gate article, Kemit Amenophis states that he painted

the mural at Café International; and, the mural itself is dated 1994.

B. Café International is in Danger of Running out of Business

Staying in business over the years has been a constant struggle for Café International.

The rent has gone from $4,500 per month to $6,000 per month to the now unsustainable amount

of $9,200 per month. If Café International does not get assistance soon, it is unlikely that it be

able to continue operating.

The loss of Café International would mean the loss of the last cultural events of their kind

in Lower Haight, which were once ubiquitous in and a significant part of the cultural fabric of

San Francisco.

C. Café International Supports and Enables the Creation of “Community”

Café International has been referred to as a “Lower Haight institution” and the

“Neighborhood hub.” See attached Rents rise in Lower Haight, Bay Guardian, Michael Stoll

(circa May 2003). This is likely because Café International has provided a space for the

community to meet and celebrate various artistic endeavors for decades, as follows:

(1) Café International hosts an “open microphone” and poetry night every

Friday. This sort of event is one of the last of its kind in the neighborhood,

let alone San Francisco. This particular event has significant cultural

relevance because Lower Haight was once home to several of these types

of events.

(2) Café International hosts free Jazz every Sunday. This event is wildly
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kind in a coffee house.

(3) Café International hosts the “JAG” musical group for retirees, which plays

on the last Saturday of the month. This is an event that is not replicated in

San Francisco.

(4) Café International has hosted free classes in the past, such as a drawing

class.

(5) Café International supports local artists by exhibiting a new artist every

month. Each month there is an art opening exhibition on the first Tuesday.

(6) Café International is a meeting spot for community organizers. First, the

founders of Burning Man held several interviews and press conferences

regarding the event/community on the back patio of Café International.

Second, the Lower Haight Merchants and Neighbors Association conducts

its meetings at the Café. Third, London Breed holds press conferences

there as well.

It is becoming exceedingly rare in San Francisco for coffee shops to retain their

community-oriented nature as hosts of community events that promote meetings and gatherings

among community members. Café International is one of a few coffee shops that continue to

serve the community by providing a space for such events, which creates a space for the

community to gather and grow.

The loss of Café International would be a great loss for the Lower Haight community as

there are few other community-meeting places in the neighborhood. For example, Lower Haight

recently lost Bean There Café, which had been in the neighborhood for over twenty (20) years.
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neighborhood to lose another long-standing café.

D. Café International Has Maintained the Special Physical Features that Define the

Café

In 1994, Kemit Amenophis painted a beautiful twenty (20) foot wide mural on the wall of

the back patio of the Café, which portrays a fantasy dance attended by a United Nations of

revelers in iridescent, culturally appropriate garb. This very special mural has graced the walls of

Café International for over twenty (20) years and will not be soon replaced. Further, the Café has

a longstanding and well recognizable sign on the façade of the building that relates well to the

funky spirit of Lower Haight. This exterior sign has been maintained for decades.

E. Café International Serves International Cuisine and Rare Coffees

As the name begets, Café International features food from around the world. As for

coffee, in addition to the ubiquitous latte and cappuccino, Café International has crafted and

served Turkish Coffee over the years, with great delight. This coffee is difficult to find in San

Francisco. As for food, Café International features a lovely Nicoise salad from France, next to a

Middle Eastern Platter and a Hummus Plate, without forgetting typical American style

sandwiches and smoothies. For the edification of the reader, photographs of the menu and the

above-referenced coffee and dishes are attached hereto.
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w a n t e d t o r u n h e r o w n b u s i n e s s , a n d s a w a n o p p o r t u n i t y i n C a f e In t e r n a t i o n a l .  

T o d a y , S a l e h ' s c a f e i s a c o m m u n i t y h u b , w h e t h e r l o c a l s a r e s e e k i n g l u n c h , a b e e r , o r a

n i g h t o f o p e n - m i c m u s i c . S a l e h l o v e s a g o o d c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h h e r c u s t o m e r s , a n d w i l l

d i s c u s s a n y t h i n g f r o m i n t e r n a t i o n a l p o l i t i c s t o l i t e r a t u r e . W e s a t d o w n w i t h h e r t o l e a r n

m o r e a b o u t h e r l i f e a n d w h a t b r o u g h t h e r t o t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d .  

A f t e r c o m p l e t i n g h i g h sc h o o l i n E r i t r e a , y o u m o v e d t o I t a l y t o a t t e n d u n i v e r si t y . D i d

y o u k n o w a t t h e t i m e t h e t y p e o f c a r e e r y o u w a n t e d t o p u r su e ?

“ M y p a r e n t s k n e w w h a t t h e y w a n t e d m e t o p u r s u e . A t t h e t i m e , i t w a s a c c o u n t i n g . ”  

Y o u a l so sp e a k q u i t e a f e w l a n g u a g e s.

" E r i t r e a n , It a l i a n , E n g l i s h , S p a n i s h , a n d A r a b i c . "

W h a t k i n d o f w o r k d i d y o u d o i n M i n n e a p o l i s? H o w l o n g w e r e y o u t h e r e ?

“ I t a u g h t a s e m e s t e r o f It a l i a n a t a c o m m u n i t y c o l l e g e i n M i n n e a p o l i s . A f t e r a y e a r , I

m o v e d t o S a n F r a n c i s c o . ”

W h a t m a d e y o u d e c i d e t o m o v e t o S a n F r a n c i sc o ?

“ M i n n e s o t a w a s t o o c o l d ! I w a s a l s o a t t r a c t e d t o S a n F r a n c i s c o f o r t h e o p e n t h i n k i n g ,

f r o m f l o w e r c h i l d t o s e e i n g t h i s t e c h m e c c a . "
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W h a t b r o u g h t y o u t o t h e L o w e r H a i g h t a n d t o C a f é I n t e r n a t i o n a l ?  

“ In t h e e a r l y ' 9 0 s , I w o u l d g o t o t h e L o w e r H a i g h t t o v i s i t D i l u v i a n , a u s e d b o o k s t o r e a t

5 1 8 H a i g h t S t . [ T h e s p a c e i s n o w N a r a ( h t t p : / / h o o d l i n e .c o m / 2 0 1 5 / 0 2 / n a r a -n o w -o p e n -

w i t h -s u s h i -f u s i o n -s a k e -o n -h a i g h t ?

u t m _ s o u r c e = s t o r y & u t m _ m e d i u m = w e b & u t m _ c a m p a i g n = s t o r i e s ) . ] T h e y h a d e x c e l l e n t

f i r s t e d i t i o n h a r d c o v e r b o o k s , a n d p l a y e d c l a s s i c a l m u s i c i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d . I w o u l d g o

n e x t d o o r t o C a f é In t e r n a t i o n a l t o h a v e a c o f f e e a n d r e a d .

I n o t i c e d a l o t o f f o o t t r a f f i c i n t h e c a f é , b u t k n e w t h e s p a c e c o u l d b e u s e d b e t t e r . T h e

p l a c e l o o k e d r u n - d o w n a n d n e g l e c t e d . I k n e w w e c o u l d b u i l d a c o m m u n i t y h e r e . In 1 9 9 1 ,

I t o o k o v e r m a n a g e m e n t o f C a f é In t e r n a t i o n a l f o r a y e a r . I o f f e r e d t o w o r k w i t h n o p a y ,

o n t h e c o n d i t i o n I c o u l d t a k e o v e r C a f é In t e r n a t i o n a l a s s o l e b u s i n e s s o w n e r i f i t w o r k e d .

T h e o w n e r a g r e e d ! ”
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W h a t w e r e t h e b i g g e st c h a l l e n g e s y o u f a c e d w h e n y o u t o o k o v e r m a n a g e m e n t o f

C a f é I n t e r n a t i o n a l ?

“ A t t h e t i m e , t h e r e w e r e a l o t o f d r u g d e a l e r s s t a n d i n g i n f r o n t o f t h e b u s i n e s s a n d i n t h e

d o o r w a y t h a t k e p t c u s t o m e r s f r o m c o m i n g i n . T h e r e w e r e a l o t o f d r u g s i n t h e

n e i g h b o r h o o d ; i t w a s r o u g h t h e n . T h e s t a f f ' s b e h a v i o r a l s o n e e d e d t o c h a n g e ; t h e y

w e r e n ' t p a y i n g t h e r i g h t a t t e n t i o n t o c u s t o m e r s . "

W h a t a r e t h e m o st p o p u l a r e v e n t s a t C a f é I n t e r n a t i o n a l ?  

" O u r o p e n m i c n i g h t s a n d l i v e j a z z o n S u n d a y s . "
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Y o u w e r e t h r e a t e n e d w i t h a l a w s u i t b y B M I ( h t t p : / / h o o d l i n e .c o m / 2 0 1 5 / 0 3 / c a f e -

i n t e r n a t i o n a l -s h u t s -d o w n -o p e n -m i c -n i g h t -a f t e r -t h r e a t s -o v e r -m u s i c -r i g h t s ?

u t m _ s o u r c e = s t o r y & u t m _ m e d i u m = w e b & u t m _ c a m p a i g n = s t o r i e s ) a f t e r a n o p e n - m i c

si n g e r sa n g " H a p p y B i r t h d a y t o Y o u " i n t h e c a f e . A j u d g e r e c e n t l y r u l e d t h a t

c o p y r i g h t c a n n o l o n g e r b e c l a i m e d ( h t t p : / / w w w .l a t i m e s .c o m / l o c a l / l a n o w / l a -m e -l n -

h a p p y -b i r t h d a y -s o n g -l a w s u i t -d e c i s i o n -2 0 1 5 0 9 2 2 -s t o r y .h t m l ) f o r t h e u se o f “H a p p y

B i r t h d a y , " a n d W a r n e r / C h a p p e l h a s n o r i g h t t o c h a r g e f o r u si n g t h e so n g . W h a t d o

y o u t h i n k o f t h e r u l i n g ?  

" I' m t h r i l l e d . A f t e r   H o o d l i n e c a m e t o t a l k t o u s ( h t t p s : / / h o o d l i n e .c o m / 2 0 1 5 / 0 3 / u p d a t e -

c a f e -i n t e r n a t i o n a l -s -o p e n -m i c -w i l l -g o -o n ?

u t m _ s o u r c e = s t o r y & u t m _ m e d i u m = w e b & u t m _ c a m p a i g n = s t o r i e s ) a b o u t o u r o p e n

m i c  n i g h t , w e g o t s o m u c h s u p p o r t f r o m t h e c o m m u n i t y . I w a s a l s o c o n t a c t e d b y t h e

m e d i a , l i k e K Q E D a n d K T V U . I e v e n h a d p r o b o n o a t t o r n e y s o f f e r i n g t h e i r a s s i s t a n c e .

T h i s i s a g r e a t r u l i n g . "  
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You can't officially call yourself a Lower Haighter until you know Zahra from Cafe

International (http://cafeinternational.us/). The East African native has been running

the cafe at 508 Haight Street since 1992, doling out wisdom, wisecracks, and plenty of

coffee along the way.

Recently, we got the opportunity to sit down with her after cafe hours to get her

thoughts on customers, politics, mimosas, and the craziest thing she's ever seen in the

Lower Haight.

H a i g h t e r a t i o n : W h a t w a s y o u r f i r s t j o b ?

Zahra: When I was 12 years old in Eritrea, I was a diamond runner for my dad who was a

jewelry designer. I used to put rubies and diamonds into my pockets and run across town

to deliver them.

H : W h a t ’ s y o u r f a v o r i t e l a n g u a g e t o s p e a k b e s i d e s E n g l i s h a n d w h y ? ( Z a h r a i sf l u e n t

o r n e a r - f l u e n t i n 7 l a n g u a g e s)

Z: I love to speak Tigrina (a native Ethiopian language)because it’s the language of my

motherland. And I also love to speak Tigre (an Argentinian language)and Italian. So many

beautiful languages out there, it’s hard to choose just one.

H : I f H o l l y w o o d m a d e a m o v i e a b o u t y o u r l i f e , w h o m w o u l d y o u l i k e t o s e e p l a y t h e

l e a d r o l e a s y o u ?

Z: Angela Davis, because she is the black panther.

H : I f y o u m e t B a r a c k O b a m a , w h a t w o u l d y o u s a y t o h i m ?

Z: Good job.

H : I f y o u w e r e n ’ t r u n n i n g a c a f e , w h a t w o u l d y o u b e d o i n g ?

Z: I’d be an economics professor. (Zahra hasher doctorate in econom ics)
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H : W h o ' s y o u r f a v o r i t e c u s t o m e r a t C a f e I n t e r n a t i o n a l ? A n d h o w l o n g h a s h e o r s h e

b e e n c o m i n g i n ?

Z: No way! That’s too impossible for me to answer. It’s too unfair to say one person

because I love so many of my customers.

H : W h a t ' s t h e c r a z i e s t t h i n g y o u ' v e e v e r s e e n h a p p e n i n t h e l o w e r h a i g h t ?

Z: A woman came in the cafe and told me to go back to my country!

H : W h a t i s t h e m o s t p o p u l a r i t e m o n y o u r m e n u t h e s e d a y s ?

Z: The grapefruit mimosa!

H : I f y o u c o u l d o n l y e a t o n e i t e m o n y o u r m e n u f o r t h e r e s t o f y o u r l i f e , w h i c h o n e

w o u l d y o u p i c k a n d w h y ?

Z: Definitely the bagel with melted brie, it’s so delicious.

H : W h e n d i d y o u k n o w y o u w a n t e d t o o p e n a c a f e ?

Z: I knew I had no other choice than to work for the woman, not the man.

H : I f y o u c o u l d o p e n y o u r c a f e i n a n y o t h e r c i t y t h a n S F , w h e r e w o u l d t h a t b e ?

Z: Absolutely no other place than right here in the Lower Haight in San Francisco.

H : W h a t a r e t h r e e t h i n g s y o u l o v e a b o u t t h e L o w e r H a i g h t ?

Z: 99.9% of what I love about the Lower Haight is my customers. Also, the boho feel the

neighborhood brings. And the diversity.

H : W h a t d o y o u p r e d i c t w i l l b e d i f f e r e n t a b o u t y o u r c a f e 1 0 y e a r s f r o m n o w ?

Z: Nothing. It will still be the same wonderful place. As long as I am alive, I will be working

at the cafe.
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Legacy Business Registry Case Report 

HEARING DATE: OCTOBER 19, 2016 

Filing Date: September 19, 2016 

Case No.: 2016-011447LBR 

Business Name: Café International  

Business Address: 508 Haight Street   

Zoning: NC-2 (Neighborhood Commercial, Small Scale)/  

 40-X Height and Bulk District 

Block/Lot: 0848/004 

Applicant:  Zahara Saleh, Owner 

508 Haight Street 

San Francisco, CA 94117 

Nominated By: Supervisor London Breed, District 5 

Staff Contact: Desiree Smith – (415) 575-9093 

desiree.smith@sfgov.org 

Reviewed By: Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822 

tim.frye @sfgov.org 

  

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 

Café International is a local coffee shop and café in the Haight-Ashbury that has served as a prominent 

“neighborhood hub” and has supported local artists and performers since 1987. Located on Haight Street 

between Fillmore Street and Steiner Street, Café International is located at the ground floor of a three-

story, mixed-use building and offers an array of international cuisines and coffees. The café is well-

known and treasured among the community as a meeting spot for community organizers, a host of art 

exhibitions featuring new artists, a spot to hear free Jazz once a week, and is one of the last venues in San 

Francisco to host a regular open microphone and poetry night. The open microphone and poetry night 

that the café hosts is culturally significant and relevant to the Haight-Ashbury community, which once 

hosted several of these types of events. The café also hosts the JAG musical group for retirees, a type of 

event that cannot be found elsewhere in San Francisco.  

 

STAFF ANALYSIS 

Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

1987 

2. Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how? 

Yes, Café International qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all of 

the eligibility Criteria: 

i. Although Café International has operated for 29 years, it faces a risk of displacement 

due to the recent sharp increases in rent. Displacement of Café International would 



Legacy Business Registry 

October 19, 2016 Hearing  

 2 

Case Number 2016-011447LBR; 2016-012219LBR;  012224LBR;  2016-012232LBR; 2016-

012233LBR; 2016-012236LBR; 2016-012273LBR; 2016-012295LBR; 2016-012299LBR 

Café International; Anchor Oyster Bar, Inc.; City Lights Booksellers and Publishers; EROS: 

The Center for Safe Sex; Instituto Familiar de la Raza; Luxor Cab Co.; Papenhausen 

Hardware; Sam Wo Restaurant; St. Francis Fountain 

be a significant loss of cultural fabric of the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood as it is 

one of a few coffee shops that continue to serve the community by providing space 

for the community to gather and grow.  

ii. Café International has contributed to the Haight-Ashbury community’s history and 

identity by serving as a local eatery and community hub for artists, musicians, 

community organizers and those looking for unique musical and cuisine experiences. 

The café has gained a reputation as a “neighborhood hub” and a “Lower Haight 

institution” for its welcoming and diverse atmosphere and cuisines and its openness 

to community activities and engagement. 

iii. Café International is committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions 

that define its craft of serving unique dishes and coffees and its tradition of hosting a 

variety of community, musical and artistic events.  

3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition? 

Yes. The business is associated with the art of serving unique, exotic coffees and the tradition of 

organizing open microphone nights and musical events.  

4. Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture? 

The 1900s property has not been previously evaluated by the Planning Department for potential 

historical significance. The property is considered a “Category B Property” that requires further 

review per the Planning Department’s CEQA review procedure for historical resources.  

5. Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?   

No. 

6. Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?   

No. 

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 

Yes. SF Gate, July 14, 2009, “People Meter: Café International, S.F.,” by Trey Bundy; SF Chronicle, 

July 14, 2009, “Celebrating diversity at S.F.’s Café International,” by Trey Bundy; SF Weekly, 

“Best Place to find Free Live Jazz Every Sunday Afternoon.” 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 

 508 Haight Street   

 

Recommended by Applicant 

 Twenty-foot wide mural on the wall of the back patio portraying a dance attended by members of 

many cultures dressed in culturally representative clothing 

 Sign along the front façade of the storefront 

 

Additional Recommended by Staff 

 Angled storefront sequence
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Historic Preservation Commission
Resolution No. 805
HEARING DATE OCTOBER 19, 2016

Case No.: 2016-011447LBR

Business Name: Cafe International

Business Address: 508 Haight Street

Zoning: NC-2 (Neighborhood Commercial, Small Scale)/

40-X Height and Bulk District

Block/Lot: 0848/004

Applicant: Zahara Saleh, Owner

508 Haight Street

San Francisco, CA 94117

Nominated By: Supervisor London Breed, District 5

Staff Contact: Desiree Smith — (415) 575-9093

desiree. smith@sfgov. org

Reviewed By: Tim Frye — (415) 575-6822

tim.frye @sfgov.org

1650 Mission St.
Suite 400
San Francisco,
CA 94103-2479

Reception:
415.558.6378

Fax:
415.558.6409

Planning

Information:

415.558.6377

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION

APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR CAFE

INTERNATIONAL, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 508 HAIGHT STREET (BLOCK/LOT 0848/004).

WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business

maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding,

community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing

educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and

success; and

WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 20 or more years, with no break in San

Francisco operations exceeding two years; and

WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood's history and

identity; and

WHEREAS, the subject business is at significant risk of displacement; and

WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that

define the business; and
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Resolution No. 805 CASE NO. 2016-011447LBR
October 19, 2016 508 Haight Street

WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on October 19, 2016, the Historic Preservation

Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business

Registry nomination.

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that

Cafe International qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section

2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated in the same location for 20 or more years and has continued to contribute

to the community.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends

safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for Cafe International

Location (if applicable)

• 508 Haight Street

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business

• Twenty foot wide mural on the wall of the back patio portraying a dance attended by members of many

cultures dressed in culturally representative clothing

• Sign along the front facade of the storefront

• Angled storefront sequence

• Walk-up counter space/coffee bar

• Back patio space

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission's findings and

recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the

Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject

property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section

15064.5(a).

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its

Commission Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2016-

011447LBR to the Office of Small Business.

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission

on October 19, 2016.

Jonas P.Ioni

Commission Secretary

AYES: Hasz, Johnck, Johns, Pearlman

NOES: None

SAN FRANCISGO 2
PLANNING DEPARTMENT



Resolution No. 805
October 19, 2016

ABSENT: Hyland, Matsuda, Wolfram

ADOPTED: October 19, 2016

CASE NO. 2016-011447LBR
508 Haight Street
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