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Project Overview 

Present State 
“The Bay Area’s diamond in the rough” is how Daniel Altwarg, owner of the district’s hardware store, 

described the Jack London District. Like him, visitors, residents, business owners, and developers alike 

respond with exasperated confusion when asked about why the beautiful Oakland waterfront is still so full of 

vacant lots and void of life.  

Historically, light-industrial enterprises and import-export warehouses took 

up much of the district. Oakland citizens had little reason to venture down to 

this industrial area of town, so much so that the 1999 Oakland Estuary Policy 

Plan opens with an ominous one-sentence paragraph: “Oakland, California, 

has a waterfront.” 

After a decade of efforts to revitalize the area by converting empty 

industrial lots to condos, office, and retail space, the Jack London District 

has finally earned a reputation for good restaurants and beautiful sights, but 

it is still far from meeting its full potential. Residential (15%) and retail 

vacancy rates are still above regional averages (2010 Census). The ‘if you 

build it, they will come’ strategy hasn’t worked, and a new approach is 

necessary.  

The high vacancy rate cause a catch-22 situation where businesses that 

cater to a residential population are hesitant to move in until more density 

is achieved, and potential residents are hesitant to move in until there are 

essential services within walking distance. The Jack London District seems stuck in its transition away from 

an industrial past.  

Another challenge that the district faces in attracting residents comes from 

the city of Oakland’s inability to provide basic services like trash pick-up, 

mobility improvements, street lighting, and graffiti removal. For example, the 

freeway underpasses that connect Jack London to the rest of the city are 

dirty, dark, and feel unsafe for pedestrians, cars, and bikers.  

A decade of fragmented and short-term attempts to bring residential density to the Jack London District has 

failed to establish sustained leadership, focus, and funds. The status quo is for Jack London to continue 

treading water, leaving everyone who walks by wondering if the diamond will ever be made to reveal its true 

beauty. 
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A New Way Forward with a Community Benefit District 
Community Benefit Districts (CBDs) have been extremely helpful in planning, financing, and executing 

improvement projects in struggling urban communities and creating a more welcoming and pleasant 

environment for businesses, residents, visitors, and employees.  

CBDs are created by placing an assessment on property owners within a pre-determined boundary to fund 

pre-determined neighborhood improvement projects. The assessed property owners elect a board to manage 

the funds through a non-profit organization. A CBD can spend funds only in ways that bring a direct benefit to 

the assessed parties.  

Establishing a CBD in Jack London could provide some of the services that the city is no longer able to 

provide, like sidewalk cleaning and crime prevention, and structural improvements such as pavement repair, 

public art, tree planting, and small business support, recruitment, and retention. These expenditures help 

raise the attractiveness of the neighborhood to potential residents and businesses, and thus provide a direct 

benefit to the assessed property owners.   

If Jack London established a Community Benefit District, it would be following the footsteps of many other 

communities in the region and across the country who have greatly benefitted by pooling their resources to 

fund improvements. Here are some examples of other assessment district successes:   

The Lake-Merritt-Uptown Business Improvement District has been lauded for its 

uniformed Security Ambassadors. The Security Ambassadors are clearly identifiable and 

available to address minor disturbance and to answer any question or concern by people 

enjoying the district. They have been largely credited with increasing the safety in the 

commercial corridors. (Lake Merritt-Uptown BID) 

The perception of crime can be just as damaging as crime itself to a neighborhoods’ 

economy. CBDs often spend money on graffiti removal and dealing with other forms of 

minor vandalism that give the impression of lack of safety. The timely removal of graffiti is 

an effective way to dissuade further graffiti problems (Project for Public Spaces). This was 

a major concern in Downtown Oakland, and the Community Benefits District was able to 

fund a team of Maintenance Ambassadors to make sure the district looks the part as a major metropolitan 

downtown. 

In addition to spending their own money, CBDs provide an opportunity for neighborhood 

stakeholders to build stronger connections. Closer neighborhood ties can lead to a 

stronger voice in securing other resources. The DUMBO BID in Brooklyn, New York, 

lobbied for and received $23 million from the city for infrastructure upgrades, including 

sewer and water system upgrades, historic restoration, and street reconstruction (Eccles 

et. al., 2010). Without a Business Improvement District, neighborhood stakeholders didn’t have the kind of 
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united voice to make their case, or the organizational infrastructure to demonstrate their worth in receiving 

and managing the funds.  

The Downtown Berkeley BID is especially concerned with in strengthening local 

businesses. The BID is helping member businesses by providing free public wi-fi, power-

washing sidewalks, improving lighting, and adding flower-baskets to promote foot traffic 

in the Shattuck-Telegraph commercial strip.  

Two Jack London art studios recently joined the Oakland Art Murmur, a project 

sponsored in large part by the Lake Merritt-Uptown, Downtown, and Koreatown-

Northgate (KONA) special assessment districts. The Oakland Art Murmur attracts thousands of people from 

across the region on the first Friday each month to enjoy the cities’ streets. The event has helped change the 

perception of Oakland as a dangerous place and made it a destination for culture and tourism. 

In addition to providing similar results, a Jack London Community Benefit District could provide the 

leadership that is currently lacking to ensure the future prosperity of the district.  

This document attempts to provide some guiding information on how a Jack London CBD can be established, 

including an implementation timeline, draft boundary, investment priorities, stakeholder engagement 

methodologies, and metrics for success. Creating a CBD in Jack London will finally establish a well-funded 

organization charged with crafting and executing a stakeholder-driven vision for the district and finally 

enabling the district to meet its full potential. 
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Implementation Timeline 
 

 

Possible Consultants: 
• Civitas Advisors, John Lambeth, Sacramento, CA 

(916) 325-0604 – civitasadvisors.com 

• New City America, Marco Li Mandri, San Diego, CA 
(619) 233-5009 – newcityamerica.com 

• Progressive Urban Management Associates, Brad Segal, Denver, CO 
(303) 628-5554 – pumaworldhq.com

June-July 

•JLDA 
•Raises funds 
•Hires consultants 

July- January 

•Consultants 
•Prepare database 
•Hold meetings 

with property 
owners 
•Identify separate 

priority zones 
•Establish 

assessment 
criteria 
•Finalize 

boundaries 
•Estimate 

assessments 
•Draft District 

Management Plan 
and Petition and 
submit to city staff 

February-
April 

•Consultants & 
JLDA 
•Distribute 

Petitions 
•Collect signatures 

from property 
owners 
representing at 
least 50% of 
proposed 
assessment 

April 

•Consultants 
•Submit petitions 

to city staff 
 
•City Staff 
•Prepare report 

and resolution for 
City Council 
consideration  
 

May 14th  

•City Council 
•Adopts resolution 

and schedules 
public hearing 

May 21st 

•City Staff 
•Mail ballots to all 

property owners 

July  9th 

•City Council 
•Holds public 

hearing 
 
•City Staff 
•Open and tally 

ballots 
•If at least 50% of 

votes returned 
bare "Yes" (1 vote 
= $1), city staff 
notify Alameda 
County Assessor’s 
office 

April 

•Alameda County 
•Distributes funds 

to Community 
Benefits District 

2012 2013 2014 
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Draft Boundary and Spending Priorities 

 

The zoning diversity within the district presents an opportunity to provide a variety of different 

services in different parts of the district. Based on a survey of Jack London property owners, 

separating the district in two benefit zones would ensure wider support while providing more 

tailored services.  

Warehouse District – Adeline to Washington 

 

Warehouse District Spending Priorities: 
1. Graffiti Removal, Trash, and Beautification 

2. Safety 

3. Business attraction (i.e. creative and high-tech industries) 

The Warehouse District is composed primarily of light industrial lots and large-commercial 

properties. Some of the vacant properties are being converted to office-space, high-tech research, 

creative studios, and food and beverage manufacturers. 
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Property owners in this side of town were particularly concerned with the change in the city’s 

attitude towards graffiti abatement. The city used to be directly involved in the clean up, but now 

they just threaten property owners with fines if they don’t deal with the blight promptly.   

Eastern District – Washington to Fallon 

 

Eastern District Spending Priorities: 
1. Business attraction (i.e. grocery store, affordable restaurants, shopping) 

2. 880 Underpass beautification, trash pick-up, and safety 

3. Mobility improvements (i.e. sidewalk improvement, Embarcadero paving, bike lanes) 

The Eastern District is primarily residential and commercial, with some remaining light industrial 

and food and beverage manufacturing. A key feature of this side of the district is the produce market 

in the 2-block radius around 3rd and Franklin. Throughout the years there have been many plans to 

increase density in this area, but high vacancy rates and the weak economic climate have stalled such 

efforts in the short run. 

The primary concerns by property owners on this side of the district were the lack of residential 

amenities, like grocery stores, drug stores, and a vibrant commercial scene. Also important to many 

residents was trash dumping, especially around the 880 Underpasses. Overall, residents would like to 

feel safer and more comfortable walking around their neighborhood, something they can’t currently 

do because of lack of commercial activity, trash, other forms of blight, and poor walkability. 
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Community Survey 

An informal visitor and community 

survey conducted during the April 29th 

Farmers’ Market confirmed many of 

the priorities listed above. People at 

the Famers’ Market were asked to put a 

post-it on a map of the district 

indicating something they ‘Love’ about 

it, and something they ‘Want’ changed, 

added, or improved. 40% of the survey 

participants live in the district, and 

over 90% in Oakland.  

Almost every resident mentioned wanting a grocery store nearby and the frustration of having to 

drive as far as Emeryville to meet their daily needs. A particularly compelling indication of the 

potential for a grocery store in Jack London is that many of the people attending the market from 

outside of the district came from other neighborhoods that lack one. Their willingness to come to Jack 

London for the Farmers’ Market might indicate that locating a grocery store in the district could bring 

in business from many other places. 

The mode of transport used by the people 

attending the market is indicative of the 

mobility challenge in the District. Excluding 

those from Jack London, about 70% of Oakland 

residents attending the market drove their car. 

This data, along with the numerous instances of 

people wanting improved access to the district 

through the 880 Freeway underpasses speak to 

the perceived lack of safety for bike or 

pedestrian commuting to the district.  

Of particular interest to a number of property 

owners that stopped by was silencing of trains 

on Embarcadero by establishing the district as a 

‘Quiet zone’. 
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Stakeholder Engagement Opportunities 
Legally, the Jack London CBD will only be able 

to spent funds to benefit assessed property 

owners. This limitation doesn’t preclude 

engaging other stakeholders in determining the 

priorities for the district. Without engaging 

current residents, businesses tenants, visitors, 

and other stakeholders, the Jack London 

Community Benefits District cannot claim to 

have any legitimacy to know how to improve 

the district. The assessed property owners 

provide only one of the many perspectives that paint the complex picture of how a neighborhood can 

come alive. In fact, the sooner the process of engaging the broader Jack London community, including 

store-owners, renters, visitors, and employees, the better the CBD will be structured to include their 

feedback and concerns. 

The Jack London Community Benefits District has at least 9 months before having to seek city 

approval on a Management District Plan. In addition to the work being done by consultants to drum 

up support among property owners, the Jack London District Association can demonstrate leadership 

of the process by creating structures for public engagement. From online/offline tools like 

Crowdbrite (www.crowdbrite.com), to the increasingly popular practice of participatory budgeting, 

Jack London can pioneer a more participative model of Community Benefit District that engages non-

contributing stakeholders as equal participants. Here are some possible ways that a Jack London CBD 

could meaningfully involve the broader community to inform the creation of the Management District 

Plan: 

Tools for Engagement 

Community Charrettes 

The series of community events that precedes the creation of the 

CBD and that inform its priorities can be used as an opportunity to 

build a common vision around a prosperous future for the district. 

Community empowerment tools (e.g. Appreciative Inquiry and 

World Café’) can be used to draw all stakeholders into the 

conversation, and give them ownership over the successful completion of the process.    
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Community Mapping 
The ‘Imagine Jack London’ community mapping exercise at the Jack 

London Farmers’ Market (see Community Survey p. 8) gave a 

handful of residents the opportunity to identify their top concerns. 

Its success at engaging and inspiring the participants revealed an 

opportunity to engage the broader community in visualizing and 

participating in district improvements. A longer-term and broader 

community mapping process can be a catalyst for collaboration, inspiration, and entrepreneurialism 

that sincere community interactions.  

There are numerous ways to accomplish this, including online tools like Crowdbrite, public art 

installations, and replicating an unstaffed version of the ‘Imagine Jack London’ map in condominiums 

common rooms and select businesses.  

Family-Centered Volunteering 
One of the most significant ways to give residents ownership over the creation of the CBD is to 

provide opportunities for being active participants in the process. Organizing community-building 

events would provide more opportunities for sharing ideas and visions for the neighborhood and it 

will start making Jack London a more meaningful place to live. The more people are engaged during 

the creation process, the more likely they are to contribute time and support in getting all the 

petitions we need to move the process forward. 
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Success Indicators 
The metrics used to assess the success of the Jack London CBD will determine the way programs are 

implemented and funds are allocated. Selecting and measuring a mix of leading, trailing, and output 

measures will help the Jack London CBD ensure that it is having a beneficial impact on the 

neighborhoods. 

Establishing and measuring metrics has been a challenge for many other Community Benefits 

Districts, especially when it came up as an afterthought. The purpose of proposing metrics at this 

point is to facilitate the inclusion of data collection mechanisms in the CBD structure, so the systems 

and baselines are in place by the time projects start being implemented. 

Leading Metrics 
Leading metrics are indicators that predict future performance 

• Walking counts 
When people walk around a neighborhood they contribute more to the commercial life, deter 

crime, and increase the allure of the neighborhood. Therefore, the number of people walking 

in the neighborhood is a leading indicator for the success of retail, crime, and residential 

demand.   

Walking counts can be conducted by teams of volunteers who take shifts in keystone corners 

to count the amount of people walking by during a two-day period. This count should be 

repeated every six month to a year to provide valid data.  

• Know your neighbor indicator  
A resilient neighborhood is one where residents know each other. Establishing a ‘Know your 

neighbor’ indicator can accurately measure a neighborhoods’ social capital and provide 

leading insight on crime, volunteer rates, civic involvement, residential occupancy rates, and 

entrepreneurialism.  

A ‘Know your neighbor’ survey could be conducted on a yearly basis either by CBD staff or by 

engaging a neighboring university. A sample of residents could be asked to indicate how 

many people in the district they have a social relationship with.  

Trailing Metrics 
• Crime rates 

Many property owners are concerned about safety, but crime rates are not particularly high 

in the district. Monitoring crime will be useful to understand where to deploy possibly 

neighborhood safety ambassadors and to reassure concerned citizens. Because crime rates 
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are already low and not a major metric causing people to choose other districts, their 

reductions will most likely be a consequence of neighborhood revitalization, not a cause.   

The crime index must be read carefully because it could mask good news as bad and bad 

news as bad. As mentioned above, the presence of security ambassadors has been a 

deterrent for crime in other neighborhoods, but it might also lead to more reporting because 

the ambassadors are keeping an extra eye out for illicit activities.  Reported crimes would 

increase crime statistics.   

Crime rates are available from the city.  

• Vacancy rate 
Given the high vacancy rates, one of the most important goals of many property owners in 

the district is to lure more residents and commercial tenants. The vacancy rate will measure 

the success of the CBD’s projects in making the district more desirable. 

Vacancy rates are available from the city.  

Output measures 

Output measures will depend on what programs the CBD will be implementing.  

For example, if the CBD chooses to hire neighborhood maintenance ambassadors, important metrics 

to measure will include jobs created, graffiti removed, time to remove graffiti and litter counts. When 

output measures pertain to a service that is contracted out, reporting on the metrics must be part of 

the RFP. 
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