
 

 

January 27, 2010 (by electronic transmission) 
 
Kerry Jo Ricketts-Ferriss 
Steve Hammond 
Community Stakeholders 
 
Dear Ms. Ricketts-Ferriss, Mr. Hammond, and Community Stakeholders, 
 
Oakland Heritage Alliance, a 29-year-old preservation organization, works to preserve neighborhood 
cultural resources, architecturally valuable structures, and significant landscapes. Working with other 
groups and with the city, we have preserved many buildings that contribute to Oakland’s identity, 
including City Hall, The Fox Oakland Theater, the Broadway Building, the historic structures at Lake 
Merritt, and Oakland Technical High School, as well as joining with city staff, developers, and policymakers 
to implement a permanent Mills Act tax incentive historic preservation program.  
 
THE ALTERNATIVES DISCUSSION:  TONE AND APPROACH 
To say, as the Broadway-Valdez report currently does, that there is an inherent tension between 
preservation of historic resources and economic viability in a neighborhood is quite simply not true. There 
are many examples of economically vital and viable neighborhoods where a high concentration of historic 
buildings have been retained and reused. College Avenue in Rockridge, Lakeshore Avenue, Piedmont 
Avenue, the growing Temescal retail area, and the Dimond District are examples of historic re-use areas 
with successful commercial corridors. Ample vacant space along Broadway and surrounding vacant 
parcels can accommodate new commercial and residential buildings of considerable size, while retaining 
usable extant structures. 
 
SMALL BUSINESS,  JOBS,  HOUSING 
The benefit of encouraging small, locally-owned business development is overlooked in the economic 
analysis of the Broadway/Valdez area. Such businesses are responsible for creating a large percentage of 
jobs. According to statistics from the federal government, small businesses employ over half of all US 
workers and have generated 64 percent of net new jobs over the past 15 years 
(www.sba.gov/advo/stats/sbfaq.pdf).  
 
Jobs in historic rehabilitation are well-paid, with a higher percentage of project budget allotted to labor as 
opposed to materials, compared with new construction. Investing in local small businesses and historic 
rehabilitation, as opposed to formula retail business and new box stores, will provide a greater return on 
investment for the people of Oakland. And it might even happen faster. 
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It is important to maintain affordable commercial spaces and housing in Oakland. Replacing existing low-
rent spaces with new buildings commanding higher rents will only serve to displace and destroy small 
businesses and their employees, the economic engines of Oakland. We cannot imagine why a proposal 
should be allowed to move forward that contemplates removal of residents or businesses. 
 
CONSOLIDATE DEVELOPMENT GAINS IN RECENTLY BUILT UP AREAS 
Existing recent high-end and moderate residential construction in Oakland, in areas such as Jack London 
Square, downtown, uptown, and Old Oakland, should be supported and made successful before any 
efforts are made to encourage more of this type of development. Oakland needs to finish what it started 
in those areas before moving on. 
 
PROPER HISTORIC ANALYSIS AND DECISION MAKING 
The preferred alternative in the Broadway-Valdez plan calls for the demolition of historic resources. We 
feel it is unnecessary to make these types of decisions in a planning document, and that the plan should 
guide future development limits without advocating for specific projects and without recommending 
zoning that would make it difficult to retain neighborhood integrity.  
 
It is our understanding that the intention of the specific plan is to guide the development direction over 
the next 20 years.  If this is the case, then it is imperative that historic and potentially historic resources 
are studied in a greater detail than the current windshield survey.  A building can be considered significant 
for criteria other than architectural style and/or age. The National Register of Historic Places lists the 
following criteria for evaluating properties significance as: 
 

A. that are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad 
patterns of our history; or 

 
B. that are associated with the lives of persons significant in our past; or 

 
C. that embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, 

or that represent the work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that 
represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual 
distinction; or 

 
D. that have yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in prehistory or 

history. 
 

Without an intensive-level survey and analysis, it would be impossible to consider any individual 
properties’ significance under any other criteria, such as Criteria A or D.   The drafting of a Historic 
Context Statement for the area is recommended.  Decisions about the identification, evaluation, 
registration and treatment of historic properties are most reliably made when the relationship of 
individual properties to other similar properties is understood.  Information about historic properties 
representing aspects of history, architecture, archeology, engineering and cultural themes must be 
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collected and organized to define these associations. A Historic Context Statement will describe the 
significant broad patterns of development in an area that may be represented by historic properties. 
The historic context statement should be the foundation for decisions about identification, evaluation, 
registration and treatment of historic properties. 
 
Provisions should also be in place to reevaluate individual properties at the time of development.  For 
example, a building that is not considered historic at this time due to factors such as age, may very easily 
gain significance over a period of ten to twenty years. 
 
If such decisions are being made at this stage, then the current historic and cultural resources technical 
report should be revised to include intensive-level survey and analysis of buildings over 45 years of age in 
the plan area, including analysis using California DPR 523D forms to evaluate the historic districts and 
potential historic districts in the plan area. The reconnaissance-level survey does not provide sufficient 
information about individual buildings and groupings of buildings in districts for determinations to be 
made under CEQA. Both DPR 523A and 523B forms should be prepared for individual buildings. 
 
AREAS OF CONCERN:  ASI ,  AREAS WITH HIGH CONCENTRATION OF HISTORIC BUILDINGS,   
AND INDIVIDUALLY IMPORTANT STRUCTURES 
Specific areas of concern in the Valdez area include the Waverly ASI, the Creative Growth building, and 
the stretch of Harrison between Grand and 24th Streets, which include the valuable A-rated former 
Christian Science Church. This valuable building should be treated gently by creating standards for what is 
around it, including 10- or 15-foot setbacks and 30-foot height limits from Grand to 24th and from Harrison 
to Valdez. The current multiple-unit residential buildings, along with the church, form a street frontage 
with considerable integrity and consistent scale. This area forms part of a continuous historic 
neighborhood, studded with significant sizable historic structures, extending across Harrison: it includes 
the Veterans Memorial, the old Blue Triangle YWCA hotel and the apartment house to its east, and 
northward the Whole Foods and First Congregational Church buildings. 
 
Biff's may currently look rundown because it has remained vacant since Chevron, which built and owned 
this popular diner, forced its closure in 1996. Chevron wanted to demolish it and replace it with a 
McDonald’s, but it was saved by a grassroots effort. The Landmarks Board rated it a ‘B,’ eligible for City 
Landmark status, on Feb. 10, 1997. This triggered an EIR (ER-96-18 consultant: ESA) but after presenting its 
draft in Sept. 1998 to the Planning Commission and seeing the strong community support for the diner, 
Chevron withdrew their project. Googie-style architecture remains very popular (See well-known books 
such as Alan Hess, Googie: Fifties Coffee Shop Architecture. 1985 and Googie Redux: Ultramodern 
Roadside Architecture. Chronicle Books: 2004) and its location near other restaurants would increase the 
viability of its restoration. There are major attempts to preserve buildings of this vintage for reuse, 
especially in Los Angeles. A potential restoration would make good use of a major Oakland Googie-style 
resource. The structure could become a fashionable marketing tool for the area, and provides a key 
opportunity. 
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We understand that there is some recognition of the value of the historic Broadway auto-row 
showrooms and repair shops. Still, at the most recent meeting we attended, reference was made to some 
conflict between their retention and economically viable redevelopment. We reject this false duality. 
These are re-usable buildings, and preserving them ensures preservation of local character. 
 
GREEN BUILDING AND HISTORIC PRESERVATION 
Reusing existing buildings is inherently sustainable—the greenest building is the one that is already built. 
We can simultaneously encourage green principles, encourage new business, and preserve a sense of 
place in Oakland. The old scrape-it-off redevelopment approach has been shown to require many 
decades, and has no assurance of success, but can promote blight and disinvestment while property 
owners dream of hoped-for big profits from land sales and refuse to negotiate long leases. 
 
In today's economy, green-collar jobs are in demand and federal dollars are being directed toward 
sustainability innovations. Oakland could become a leader in green job creation by creating a 
sustainability corridor along Broadway, encouraging green businesses housed in rehabilitated buildings, 
and relating them to the two enormous medical campuses now under development. It is a vision that is in 
no way at odds with economic viability, but rather, supports it. 
 
OVERARCHING PLANNING IDEAS 
Both for historic preservation and to maintain a base of residential occupation, the extant older multi-unit 
residential buildings should be retained and not overzoned to induce speculation and disinvestment. This 
specific plan would be an excellent place to review and propose a TDR structure to preserve its historic 
buildings and modestly-priced rental housing, to incentivize adaptive reuse and the development of 
affordable housing, and to encourage construction on the empty or underutilized parcels. 
 
Speaking from a larger city planning view, why propose to scrape off a whole neighborhood to establish a 
new retail area in Valdez when we need to address the vacancies on Broadway? Oakland already suffers 
from too much vacant retail. The proposal to start a new retail area spreads it out further, and risks 
establishing too many would-be retail nodes with too few inhabitants. 
 
PREJUDICIAL LANGUAGE 
We are particularly perturbed at the language used in the study, which pejoratively treats historic 
resources as obstacles, rather than as potential marketing advantages and sources of uniqueness. As with 
the Whole Foods building, the Fox Oakland, the Rotunda Building, and the newly-renovated Boathouse, 
the reuse of historic fabric is one of the assets this area has to offer. 
 
The historic auto-row structures on Broadway, similarly, have great potential for re-use. These buildings 
might be looked at not only for retail, but also for light-industrial or corporate office use. With some 
creative thinking, mid-sized retail businesses and food-oriented uses might be able to use the truss-
supported, clear span areas to good advantage. While many national companies routinely state that they 
have particular standards for clear spans, ceiling height, parking lots, and pillar placement, examples from 
many cities have proven that such enterprises can actually work with historic buildings, and shows that 
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some companies have turned such locations into marketing advantages. Just a few examples include: 
Home Depot on 23rd St. in Manhattan, the McMenamin’s chain in the northwest, and Pyramid Brewery in 
Berkeley. Our own expanding art gallery scene, with its Art Murmur and its many enterprises located in 
historic buildings in the auto repair garage area, is a hopeful sign of an urban renaissance that the city 
itself is working to promote (see 510arts.com, for example). This might provide some inspiration for a 
more creative reuse of the smaller-scale buildings in the Valdez. A truly walkable historic and arts area 
building out from what is already occurring might serve to spur interest in new residential development. 
 
Phasing 
This whole effort should be carefully phased, with a high priority put upon filling in surface parking lots 
and sizable vacancies. It is self-defeating to propose clearing land in a city which has too much potential 
space for infill already. We would propose a much finer-grained, more modest, but more-likely-to-
succeed-sooner approach. 
 
Appended to this letter are two attachments. One is a brief recap of redevelopment and hoped-for retail 
development in Oakland. The other describes a potential Broadway use intended to dovetail with the 
new and planned hospital campuses in the area, which will bring potential customers, residents, and traffic 
into the area. 
 
Thank you for considering our views. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 

Dea Bacchetti 
President, Oakland Heritage Alliance 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At left, Home Depot, Manhattan 23rd St. 
Above, original architectural rendering showing Biff’s 
At right, Oakland Temescal retail in historic buildings
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THINKING ABOUT RETAIL AND REDEVELOPMENT IN OAKLAND 
 
JACK LONDON SQUARE 
“In 1989, a major office and retail expansion of Jack London Square is completed, but nearly all of the new 
retail space remains vacant three years later. Setbacks at Jack London Square and continued difficulties at 
Jack London Village make the Port wary of further commercial projects.” (From a League of Women 
Voters study) 
 
Now, twenty years later in 2010, another major expansion is underway, but there are still many retail 
vacancies and what appears to be an entire vacant building opposite the Port offices at 1 Water St. 
While some new restaurants have moved in, the hope to make the vast recently-constructed new 
building into a food center seems to have fallen by the wayside, as the project managers are hoping to 
lease out office space on many of its floors. 
 
CITY CENTER 
Victorian and Italianate style apartment buildings, with ground-floor retail shops in the center of 
Downtown Oakland, were appropriated by the city in the 1970s through eminent domain and demolished 
to make way for what was originally proposed to be an enclosed shopping mall, high-rise office buildings, 
a hotel, and an aboveground parking structure. Today, the more vibrant and interesting retail area adjoins 
it on the south, in the Old Oakland area, were some of the old Victorians have been preserved and house 
restaurants and shops that are open later into the evening than the 5 pm-closing lunchtime retail in City 
Center. No large retail ever occurred. Office structures, a hotel, and two government (non-tax-paying) 
highrises were eventually built. 
 
UPTOWN 
Beginning around 1980, successive waves of redevelopment plans, beginning with the Rouse Corporation, 
suggested various schemes for demolition and rebuilding to include large department stores such as 
Macy’s. Some of these plans entailed demolishing the Fox Oakland Theater, or hollowing it out to make 
an entry court for a JC Penny store. One suggested roofing over Telegraph Avenue. Over a period of two 
and a half decades, many small businesses in the area sold their sites or were forced to relocate because 
they could not negotiate leases, because the neighborhood gradually emptied, or in the end, due to 
eminent domain. In 2010, small retail spaces in the Forest City project remain unleased. The rental 
apartments are gradually filling, but have not reached capacity. The adjoining condo construction just to 
the north at Broadway and Grand was converted to leased housing due to economic vicissitudes and a 
planned second phase has not been started. In the meantime, several interesting historic buildings remain 
vacant on that site. 
 
CHINATOWN 
The Chinatown Redevelopment Area was kick-started by the location there of a large public building for 
EBMUD, off the tax rolls. Retail spaces incorporated into the new commercial building were relatively 
small, to accommodate local businesses. These are mostly leased up, but there are some ground-floor 
vacancies in the structure at present.  The project is recovering from a multi-year legal wrangle over 50 
affordable units. 
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KAISER CENTER 
The “mall” at Kaiser Center has long been under-tenanted, with a floor plan and mode of addressing the 
street that has not facilitated retail tenant success. Newer plans now moving ahead with the Swig 
Company include building more office space and reducing the retail footprint. 
 
SUMMARY 
In summary, the history of redevelopment efforts has been that it is very difficult to place successful 
retail in newly redeveloped areas. In Oakland, neighborhood and corridor retail has been most successful 
where retained and re-used older building stock has fostered the synergy of many co-located smaller 
businesses and encouraged unique, visually interesting, pedestrian-friendly areas. 
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A GREEN DEVELOPMENT TO INTEGRATE BROADWAY, SUMMIT HOSPITAL PLANNED DEVELOPMENT, 
AND ACTIVITY FROM KAISER MEDICAL CENTER: 
OAKLAND'S USED-TO-BE AUTO ROW 
 
Making use of the historic but vacant car dealerships and repair structures, locate a well-defined, limited 
but sizable site which can accommodate green-oriented, human-powered, and energy-conscious 
businesses such as: 
 
-Bicycle repair 
-Bicycle sales 
-Skateboard sales and accessories 
-Sports clothing and muscle-powered equipment 
-Charging station for electric vehicles 
-Sales of Smart Cars or other energy-efficient small vehicles 
-Segway store 
-Wheeled utility items for pedestrians such as grocery carts and wheeled luggage 
-Green home repair and rehab businesses (think of it as a Green Home Depot) 
-Urban garden/farming-oriented nursery and/or garden equipment for the balcony grower and small 
household 
-Carshare 
-Car rental 
-Biofuel station 
-Solar powered products for homes and apartments 
-Possibly, overnight parking for people who are cutting back car use, right next to a bus stop. 
-A shuttle stop for Broadway shuttle trips 
-A multi-passenger small van or jitney dispatch service and lot to serve pill hill, kaiser, and people needing 
medical appointments and service to their homes, with a pleasant and active waiting area and transit-
mode-exchange point 
-A taxi stand 
-Pedicab or other very local transport 
-Late-night or all-night attendant at multi-modal transit stop 
-Eateries related to the above 
-Exercise facilities 
 
And so on. This wouldn't take up the whole area, just a limited site, and the whole concept would benefit 
from some cross-talk with the Summit project. But we think it would be great to turn the disappearance 
of the auto dealers into a virtue rather than a loss. And it would be great to serve the hoped-for increased 
residential density so that those people don't have to bring their cars. 
 

 


