Redevelopment Agency Seeks "Makeover" as Battler Against Gentrification

by Randy Shaw, 2005-06-17
As Batman Begins opens in theaters, the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency is trying on its own costume: that of a Mid-Market superhero that the city needs to prevent gentrification. But unlike Bruce Wayne, Clark Kent and Peter Parker, the Redevelopment Agency has a history of supporting the evil it now claims to oppose. The Agency evicted thousands of low-income tenants in the South of Market and the Fillmore, demolished over 5000 low-cost homes, and moved to gentrify both areas. And when the key battles against Mid-Market gentrification were fought at the Grant Building in 2001 and at Trinity Plaza over the past two years, the Mid-Market PAC and the Redevelopment Agency were nowhere to be found. 

As community opposition to creating a Mid-Market Redevelopment Area grows, the San Francisco Redevelopment Agency is recasting itself as essential to stopping gentrification in the area. But the Agency has a long history of promoting gentrification, and did nothing to stop recent attempts to displace tenants and demolish affordable housing in the heart of Mid-Market.

Consider the battle in 2001to prevent the eviction of artists, nonprofits, and small businesses from the historic Grant Building at 7th and Market. This was a classic gentrification fight, as the new owners made it clear that they wanted to renovate the property for upscale tenants who could pay higher rent.

Did the Mid-Market Project Area Committee or the Redevelopment Agency offer any resources to the tenants facing eviction? No. Did they try to intervene with the owner and stop the eviction? Of course not. An entity that now claims to be the bulwark against Mid-Market gentrification sat by and watched as the tenants fought to save their workplaces.

I was the attorney that represented the Grant Building Tenants Association in that fight. We negotiated a settlement that prevented evictions and kept rent levels below market. Nonprofits continue to occupy most of the building to this day.

If the Redevelopment Agency cared about fighting Mid-Market gentrification, the Grant Building campaign gave them a chance to help. But the Agency couldn't profit from helping the Grant Building Tenants, and ignored their fight.

The Agency's inaction in the face of Mid-Market gentrification was even more egregious in the case of the recently resolved battle around Trinity Plaza. The property's 360 units of rent-controlled housing were slated for demolition, over 150 tenants faced eviction, and the Redevelopment Agency and its committees did nothing.

Well, not exactly nothing. They did hold meetings with each other in a luxury hotel, ignoring the tenants plight while they talked about fighting gentrification.

The groups opposing the demolition and evictions at Trinity, and who fought the mass evictions of artists and nonprofits at the Grant Building, are the same groups leading the fight against Mid-Market Redevelopment. A Redevelopment Agency that has done nothing to stop gentrification in the area now claims the neighborhood needs it to combat such pressures.

Opponents of Mid-Market gentrification do not need a proverbial "Fifth Column" or "Trojan Horse" within our ranks. This will be the Agency's role if it is allowed to seize control of Mid-Market.

Agency staff are trained to publicly disavow Redevelopment's long track record of demolishing low-cost housing and displacing working-class San Franciscans. But the Agency depends on increased property values to pay its bills, and only survives by generating upscale development.

The San Francisco Redevelopment Agency began its "urban renewal" strategy in the 1960's by displacing thousands of low-income residents in the Fillmore, Western Addition and South of Market. The Agency demolished 5000 SRO units in SOMA alone, wrecking lives and creating untold human misery.

When the Agency finally built affordable housing to house some of those displaced, it did so only because tenant attorneys won a court order requiring such construction. 

While the leveling of the Fillmore/Western Addition was designed to "renew" the community by displacing working-class African-Americans, Japanese Americans who had returned to San Francisco after being interned in America's concentration camps during World War II were also impacted. Linda Jofuku of the Japantown Task Force recently noted that after internees returned to rebuild their lives, homes and businesses, "the SF Redevelopment Agency 'bulldozed' our homes, businesses, and community. "

The Agency's recent contract to open a Starbucks in Japantown led Jufuku to conclude that the Agency "continues to disrespect our community's concerns and wishes." 

While Agency staff and Commisioners change, the agenda stays the same. 

And this agenda is about money, power, control and patronage, not opposing the gentrification of Mid-Market.
