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UNDERSTANDING
THE SAN
FRANCISCO
APARTMENT
ASSOCIATION
RESIDENTIAL
TENANCY
AGREEMENT

Navigating  the  rental
l andscape  i n  San
Francisco  can  be  a
complex  endeavor  for

both  landlords  and
tenants.  The  city's
unique  blend  of  local
ordinances, state laws,
and  market  pressures
creates  a  d is t inct
e n v i r o n m e n t  f o r
property rental. At the
h e a r t  o f  t h i s
relat ionship  l ies  a
crucial  document:  the
l e a s e  o r  r e n t a l
agreement.  Whi le
many  landlords  and
property  managers
ut i l ize  forms  from
various sources, one of
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t h e  m o s t  w i d e l y
r e c o g n i z e d  a n d
respected templates in
the  city  is  the  San
Francisco Apartment
A s s o c i a t i o n
Residential  Tenancy
Agreement .  Th is
document is more than
just a contract; it  is a
comprehensive  tool
designed  to  foster
clear  communication
and  legal  compliance
between  all  parties
involved.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  property
owner  or  a  first-time
renter in the Bay Area,
understanding  the
nuances of this specific
agreement is essential.
It serves as a roadmap
f o r  t h e  t e n a n c y ,
d e t a i l i n g  r i g h t s ,
responsibilities,  and
the rules  of  the road.
This  article  will  delve
d e e p  i n t o  t h e
components,  benefits,
a n d  c r i t i c a l

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s
su r round ing  t h i s
tenancy  agreement,
providing you with the
knowledge  needed  to
navigate  your  rental
re la t ionsh ip  w i th
confidence.

WHAT IS THE SAN
FRANCISCO
APARTMENT
ASSOCIATION
RESIDENTIAL
TENANCY
AGREEMENT?

The  San  Francisco
A p a r t m e n t
Association  (SFAA) is
a  prominent  trade
organizat ion  that
represents  landlords
and property managers
t h r o u g h o u t  S a n
Francisco.  One  of  its
most valuable member
resources is its library
of  legal  forms,  the
cornerstone of which is
t h e  R e s i d e n t i a l
Tenancy  Agreement.
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This  is  not  a  generic
lease template; it  is a
p u r p o s e - b u i l t
document meticulously
crafted to comply with
the  specific  and  often
stringent  laws  of  San
Francisco and the State
of California.
This agreement covers
a  wide  spectrum  of
t e n a n c y  t y p e s ,
including  fixed-term
leases  and  month-to-
m o n t h  r e n t a l
agreements .  I t  i s
d e s i g n e d  t o  b e  a
l e g a l l y  s o u n d
foundation  that  helps
protect  a  landlord's
investment  wh i le
c l ea r l y  ou t l i n i ng
e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r
tenants. For tenants, it
provides a transparent
breakdown  of  their
obligations,  ensuring
they  know  exact ly
what  is  expected  of
them  dur ing  the i r
occupancy.  The  SFAA
f o r m  i s  u p d a t e d

periodically  to  reflect
changes in  local  laws,
such  as  rent  control
ordinances,  eviction
p r o t e c t i o n s ,  a n d
housing codes, making
it a reliable choice in a
s h i f t i n g  l e g a l
landscape.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF THE SFAA
RESIDENTIAL
TENANCY
AGREEMENT

A  t h o r o u g h
understanding  of  the
specific  sections  within
the SFAA agreement is
v i t a l .  W h i l e  t h e
d o c u m e n t  i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,
severa l  key  areas
warrant  particular
attention  from  both
landlords and tenants.
Let's break down these
essential components.
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Rental
Terms
and
Payment
Obligatio

ns
This  foundat ional
section  clearly  defines
the  monetary  aspects
o f  the  tenancy .  I t
specifies  the  monthly
rent  amount,  the  due
date,  and  acceptable
methods of payment. It
also  details  late  fees,
r e t u r n e d  c h e c k
charges, and any other
applicable  financial
obligations.  For  rent-
controlled units in San
Francisco,  this  section
must  align  with  the
city's  Rent  Ordinance,
including  allowable

annual  increases.  The
S a n  F r a n c i s c o
A p a r t m e n t
A s s o c i a t i o n
Residential  Tenancy
A g r e e m e n t  i s
carefully  worded  to
ensure  these  financial
terms  are  enforceable
and  compliant  with
local  rent  stabilization
laws.

Security
Deposit
and
Holding
Deposits
California  law  strictly
regulates  security
deposits, limiting them
to  no  more  than  two
m o n t h s '  r e n t  f o r
unfurnished  units  and
three months' rent for
furnished  units.  The
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S F A A  a g r e e m e n t
explicitly  outlines  the
amount of the security
deposit,  its  purpose
(covering  damages
beyond  normal  wear
and tear,  unpaid rent,
etc.), and the timeline
for its return after the
tenancy  ends.  The
document  provides  a
clear  framework  for
itemized  deductions,
ensuring  transparency
a n d  m i n i m i z i n g
disputes.  It  also  often
includes provisions for
holding  deposits  to
secure  a  unit  before
the  lease  officially
begins.

Occupanc
y and Use
of the

Premises
This  clause  defines
who  is  authorized  to
live in the unit and how
the  property  may  be
used.  It  will  typically
list  all  named tenants
and restrict occupancy
to  those  individuals,
with  provisions  for
guests  and  subletting.
It  explicitly  prohibits
illegal  activity  on  the
premises  and  outlines
rules  regarding  noise,
nuisance,  and  the
m a i n t e n a n c e  o f
common  areas.  This
section  is  crucial  for
maintaining a peaceful
a n d  s a f e  l i v i n g
environment  for  all
residents  in  a  multi-
unit building.

Maintena
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nce and
Repair
Responsi

bilities
T h e  d i v i s i o n  o f
maintenance  duties  is
a  frequent  source  of
conflict  in  landlord-
tenant  relationships.
The  SFAA  agreement
clearly  del ineates
these  responsibilities.
Landlords are generally
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e
habitability of the unit,
c o v e r i n g  m a j o r
systems like plumbing,
electrical, heating, and
structural  integrity.
Tenants,  conversely,
are  responsible  for
keeping  their  unit
clean  and  sanitary,
disposing  of  trash
properly, and notifying

the  landlord  promptly
of any needed repairs.
The  agreement  also
outlines procedures for
requesting repairs and
entering  the  unit  for
maintenance.

Rules and
Regulatio
ns
Many  landlords  attach
a separate set of rules
and regulations to the
lease,  which  becomes
a  binding  part  of  the
agreement.  These
r u l e s  m a y  c o v e r
pa rk i ng ,  l aund ry
faci l i t ies,  storage
areas,  pet  policies,
recycling,  and  quiet
h o u r s .  T h e  S F A A
template  provides  a
s t r u c t u r e  f o r
incorporating  these
rules,  ensuring  they
are  legally  sound  and
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enforceab le .  I t  i s
essential for tenants to
r e a d  t h e s e  r u l e s
carefully,  as  violating
them can lead to lease
termination.

WHY LANDLORDS
PREFER THE SFAA
RESIDENTIAL
TENANCY
AGREEMENT

For  property  owners
and  managers  in  San
Francisco,  using  the
SFAA  lease  offers
significant  advantages.
Chief  among  them  is
legal  compliance.
San  Francisco  has
some  o f  t he  mos t
tenant-friendly  laws in
t h e  n a t i o n ,  a n d
inadvertently  including
a non-compliant clause
in  a  lease  can  have
serious  consequences.
The  SFAA's  form  is
drafted  and  reviewed
b y  e x p e r i e n c e d
l a n d l o r d - t e n a n t
a t t o r n e y s  w h o

spec ia l i ze  i n  San
F r a n c i s c o  l a w ,
providing  a  strong
shield  against  legal
challenges.
Furthermore,  the  San
Francisco Apartment
A s s o c i a t i o n
Residential  Tenancy
A g r e e m e n t  i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e ,
l e a v i n g  l i t t l e  t o
ambiguity.  It  covers
common scenarios and
potential  disputes,
helping  to  establish
clear  expectations
from  the  outset.  This
clarity  can  prevent
misunderstandings and
reduce the likelihood of
costly  litigation.  Using
this standardized form
a l s o  p r o v i d e s  a
consistent  process
across  a  landlord's
e n t i r e  p o r t f o l i o ,
s i m p l i f y i n g
management  and
ensuring  all  tenants
are  treated  equitably
u n d e r  t h e  s a m e
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f r a m e w o r k .  T h e
credibility  of  a  form
backed  by  a  major
trade  association  like
the  SFAA also  adds  a
layer  of  authority  in
any  potential  legal
proceedings.

A TENANT'S GUIDE
TO THE SFAA
LEASE

I f  you  are  a  tenant
presented  with  this
lease ,  do  not  fee l
intimidated. It is a sign
that  your  landlord  is
o p e r a t i n g
professionally  and  is
likely  committed  to
fo l lowing  the  law.
However,  it  is  still  a
binding legal  contract,
a n d  y o u  s h o u l d
approach  it  with  due
diligence.
F i rs t ,  read  every
page carefully. Do not
skip the attached rules
and  regulations.  Pay
close  attent ion  to

clauses  about  rent
increases,  subletting,
a n d  y o u r
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .
S e c o n d ,  a s k
questions. If a clause
is  unclear,  ask  your
potential  landlord  for
an  explanation.  It  is
better to clarify upfront
than  to  assume  later.
Third,  document  the
condition of the unit.
Before  you  move  in,
u s e  t h e  m o v e - i n
c h e c k l i s t  o f t e n
provided with the SFAA
lease to document any
pre-existing  damage.
Take dated photos and
videos.  This  step  is
your strongest defense
against  unjustified
deductions  from  your
secur i ty  depos i t .
Finally,  understand
your  rights  under  San
Francisco's rent control
and eviction protection
laws. The SFAA lease is
compliant  with  these
laws, but knowing your
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rights empowers you to
ensure  the  lease  is
b e i n g  f o l l o w e d
correctly  throughout
your  tenancy.

COMMON
ADDENDUMS AND
ATTACHMENTS

The  SFAA  Residential
Tenancy Agreement is
rarely  a  standalone
d o c u m e n t .  I t  i s
typically  accompanied
by  several  important
a d d e n d u m s  t h a t
become  part  of  the
contract.  Recognizing
these  attachments  is
crucial.

Lead-Based
Paint
Disclosure: For
any property
built before
1978, federal law
requires this
disclosure. It
informs tenants
about the
potential

presence of lead-
based paint in
the unit.
Mold
Disclosure:
California law
requires
landlords to
provide
information
about mold and
its potential
health effects.
Megan's Law
Disclosure: This
informs tenants
about the
availability of
information on
registered sex
offenders
through the local
police
department.
Bed Bug
Disclosure and
Addendum:
Given San
Francisco's focus
on this issue, this
addendum
outlines the
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responsibilities of
both landlord
and tenant in
preventing and
reporting bed
bug infestations.
Pet Addendum:
If pets are
allowed, this
specifies the
rules, deposits,
and fees related
to having an
animal on the
property.
Parking and
Storage
Addendums:
These clarify the
terms for any
separate use of
parking spaces
or storage units.

E a c h  o f  t h e s e
a d d e n d u m s  i s
designed  to  comply
with  specific  local,
state,  or  federal  laws,
adding another layer of
c o m p l e x i t y  a n d
pro tec t i on  to  the
agreement.

NAVIGATING
CHANGES AND
RENEWALS OF THE
TENANCY
AGREEMENT

The  San  Francisco
A p a r t m e n t
A s s o c i a t i o n
Residential  Tenancy
Agreement  a l s o
p r o v i d e s  a  c l e a r
framework  for  what
happens  when  the
initial lease term ends.
For  a  fixed-term  lease,
the  agreement  wil l
typically  specify  the
notice required if either
party does not wish to
renew.  If  no  notice  is
given,  the lease often
converts  automatically
to  a  month-to-month
tenancy  under  the
same basic terms. For
m o n t h - t o - m o n t h
a g r e e m e n t s ,  t h e
document outlines the
required  notice  period
for  rent  increases  or
termination  of  the
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tenancy,  which  must
c o m p l y  w i t h  S a n
Franc i sco ' s  l oca l
ordinance (often 60 or
90 days, depending on
the amount of increase
and length of tenancy).
This clarity helps both
parties  plan  for  the
future and avoid being
caught  off  guard  by
sudden  changes.

POTENTIAL
PITFALLS AND
HOW TO AVOID
THEM

Even  w i th  a  we l l -
crafted  document  like
the SFAA lease, issues
can  arise.  A  common
pitfall is the failure to
complete or use the
move-in  checklist.
W i t h o u t  t h i s
d o c u m e n t a t i o n ,
disputes  over  security
deposit  deductions  for
pre-existing  damage
become  a  battle  of
word  against  word.
Another  p i t fa l l  i s

ignoring the rules and
regulations.  A  tenant
who  fai ls  to  fol low
parking  procedures  or
noise restrictions could
find  themselves  in
breach  of  the  lease.
Finally,  both  parties
must  avoid  verbal
modifications.  If  a
change to the terms is
agreed  upon  (e.g.,
allowing a pet after the
lease  is  signed),  it
must  be  documented
i n  w r i t i n g  a s  a n
a d d e n d u m  t o  t h e
l e a s e .  T h e  S F A A
agreement  almost
a lways  inc ludes  a
clause stating that the
wr i t ten  document
represents  the  entire
agreement and cannot
be modified orally.

CONCLUSION

The  San  Francisco
Apartment  Association
Residential  Tenancy
Agreement stands as a
p i l l a r  o f
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professionalism  and
legal compliance in one
of  the  nation's  most
c o m p l e x  r e n t a l
markets. For landlords,
it  provides  a  robust,
a t t o r n e y - r e v i e w e d
framework  that  helps
protect  their  property
and investments while
navigating the intricate
w e b  o f  l o c a l
r e g u l a t i o n s .  F o r
tenants,  it  offers  a
t r a n s p a r e n t  a n d
standardized document
that  clearly  defines
the i r  r i gh ts ,  ren t
o b l i g a t i o n s ,  a n d
responsibilities.  While
n o  c o n t r a c t  c a n
prevent every possible
disagreement,  this

agreement  provides  a
solid  foundation  for  a
fair,  predictable,  and
professional  landlord-
tenant  relationship.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
signing one for the first
time  or  reviewing  a
r e n e w a l ,
understanding its  core
components  is  the
smartest step you can
t a k e  t o w a r d  a
successful  and  secure
t e n a n c y  i n  S a n
Francisco. Always take
the  time to  read,  ask
q u e s t i o n s ,  a n d
document  everything,
ensur ing  that  th is
c ruc ia l  document
serves its purpose as a
guide for a harmonious
rental experience.


