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Joe Heller

Alameda Politics: 
Not What it Seems

Laura Thomas
This fall’s election campaign 

will offer Alamedans a glimpse into 
how national right-wing attempts 
to undercut democracy can play 
out locally. 

Alamedans in Charge and the 
Alameda Citizens Task Force (ACT) 
have begun their attack on the 
city’s governance and our elected 
Councilmembers, 
as well as labor 
unions and renters 
using the rhetoric 
of “civility,” “prop-
erty rights” and 
decrying “corrup-
tion” at City Hall.

The city’s old 
guard and busi-
ness class will 
repeat these slo-
gans to persuade the rest of us 
that the City Council is corrupt or 
kowtowing to special interests and 
“real” Alamedans must return to 
power to set things right. Attacking 
labor unions and “corrupt” city offi-
cials is part of a strategy promul-
gated by conservative think tank 
American Legislative Exchange 
Council (ALEC), whose mission is 
to push legislation subverting indi-
vidual rights for corporate special 
interests. 

Real estate interests launched 
this strategy with the petition to 
place Ordinance 3148, the city’s 

rent stabilization law, into the City 
Charter where it cannot be modi-
fied without a vote of the people. 
The assertion that it gives the pub-
lic rather than politicians control 
over how rent stabilization func-
tions in this city is misleading. 

In reality, the City Council elect-
ed by the people makes and chang-
es laws quickly and efficiently. 

Only skillful politi-
cal consultants 
and well-financed 
organizations can 
mount a campaign 
to change city law 
by ballot proposi-
tion. This attempt 
to write weak rent-
er protections into 
the City Charter is 
a corporate grab 

of local decision-making. It will 
draw huge donations from large 
national real-estate investors. 

A letter from Don Lindsey, local 
real estate magnate, spearheaded 
the formation of Alamedans in 
Charge, exhorting property owners 
to join the fight against the progres-
sive takeover of the city. 

It was closely followed by the 
attack on Vice-Mayor Malia Vella 
and Councilmember Jim Oddie, 
accusing them of unduly influ-
encing the former city manager 
in her choice of a new fire chief, 
again orchestrated by local real 

estate interests and cheered on 
by Alameda Citizens Task Force. 
This incident, which was subject to 
an outside investigation, was spun 
into a tale of major city corruption. 
At a May City Council meeting, 
more than 100 people, organized by 
big property owners, the various 
city chambers of commerce and 
ACT made a big show of lambasting 
the City Council. 

Next came the formation of 
a political action committee by 
ACT, which was intended to elect 
councilmembers more in line with 
their thinking. At its first meeting, 
Vella was called a “union whore” 
and, at that point, the civility 
argument, which is one of ACT’s 
three founding virtues, became 
questionable.

We encourage all residents, 
those who see themselves as “real” 
or who share a belief that our com-
munity should strive for equity and 
humanity, to consider carefully the 
manipulation of certain phrases 
and slogans. What’s at stake is our 
local democracy, security for both 
renters and homeowners and a City 
Council that can act on behalf of all 
Alamedans. 

Laura Thomas in writing on 
behalf of the Alameda Justice 
Alliance.

Commentary

Attacking labor 
unions and city 
officials is part 
of a strategy 
promulgated by 
a conservative 
think tank.

Expressing concern 
about sales tax 
Editor:

I am writing about the recent 
mailing from the City of Alameda 
titled “Notice to Voters.” I have 
two problems with this tax and the 
argument for it.

The first is that this tax, by its 
very nature, is regressive. A sales 
tax falls more heavily upon the 
poorest of Alamedans. With a lower 
income you spend a greater per-
centage of your income and save 
less, hence the tax represents a 
greater proportion of your income.

The second problem I have is 
one that I often have with politi-
cians. Whenever politicians want 
more money they always threaten 
voters with the loss of police and 
fire-fighting services, in this case 
they have thrown in education for 
good measure. Politicians never 
threaten people with reductions in 
their own staff.

But just because an “Essential 
Services Protection Measure” gen-
erates more income does not mean 
that that income will be added to 
the budgets for police, fire and edu-
cation. You have a budget of $100, 
of this $20 is allocated to police, $20 
to fire, $30 to education $15 to infra-
structure and $15 to political staff. 

Now you raise $25 from a new 
tax, supposedly dedicated to police, 
fire and education. From the new 
tax money the politicians may take 
$8 for police, $8 for fire and $9 for 
education. But they will keep the 
budgeted amount for these depart-
ments the same so now the budget 
is $125, but police and fire are still 
getting $20, education is still getting 
$30 and $15 goes to infrastructure. 
This leaves the politicians with $40 
to spend on themselves. 

If politicians are going to tell us 
that the money raised is for these 
essential services then the law 
should have a section which guar-
antees that the money will be added 
to the budgets for these services. 
Independent audits will not stop this 
unless there is something in the law 
which specifically forbids spending 
any of the tax money elsewhere.

— Stephen Hinchey

Editor’s note: The state of 
California splits the sales-tax pie in 
three pieces. The current sales tax 
is 9.25 percent. The state keeps 6 
percent of that money, passes 2.25 
percent on to the counties and 1 per-
cent to the cities. The state deposits 
tax revenue allocated to the cities in 
the respective general funds with no 
restriction on how the cities spend 
that money. 

If the city’s Essential Services 
Protection Measure passes on Nov. 

6, it would add .5 percent to the sales 
tax in Alameda. Alameda shoppers 
would pay 9.75 in sales tax. The 
additional .5 percent — for a total 
of 1.5 percent — would go into the 
city’s General Fund with no require-
ments or restrictions on how the city 
spends the money. 

Sales tax mailer  
upsets reader

The Alameda Sun received a 
copy of this letter.

To the City of Alameda:
In regard to the recently mailed 

flyer on funding “essential servic-
es,” your politically correct attitude 
and decisions that you assume we 
all agree with created these results. 
Decisions on sanctuary status, 
cameras, “Everyone is Welcome 
Here,” overloading and overcrowd-
ing; the total invasion of our Island 
led us here. This also leads to 
Alamedan’s police and fire depart-
ments and Alameda Hospital being 
overworked. 

Why is it that with extra apart-
ments going up and suddenly 
million-dollar homes there is less 
tax revenue? After previous tax 
increases? Just where does the 
DMV and gas tax money go? They 
used to go to repair and maintain 
roads. 

We were a clean and safe Alameda. 
Nice, clean parks, beach and streets. 
Now, the city needs more money to 
return to what it was? 

— Jo Williams

The elephant  
in the room
Editor:

I read your article (“Newspaper 
101,” Aug. 9). I really appreciated 
the advice given. My one concern is 
your comment: “Is it because they 
are people with the correct skin 
color?” I understand that is your 
opinion, but I am saddened that 
was expressed. Although your arti-
cle is an editorial not news facts, I 
truly believe when the news media 
stops adding opinions or assump-
tions this will be a better world, 
when color or race are not stated. 

— Joy Davis

More responses on 
‘Newspaper 101’
Editor: 

We enthusiastically applaud 
your decision to stop publishing 
letters that attack others or play 
loose with the facts. Great news-
papers typically have a great let-
ters section, with intelligent writ-
ing that contributes to a respectful 
discourse of community issues, 

Irene Dieter
What a shame. What a loss.
The latest person to give 

a departure notice to the City 
of Alameda is Base Reuse and 
Transportation Planning Director 
Jennifer Ott. She is going to serve 
the City of Hayward as its deputy 
city manager. She takes with her 
13 years of institutional knowledge 
and experience that will be sorely 
missed in Alameda.

Morale is obviously low at City 
Hall. In a Hayward press release, 
Ott summed up the reason for her 
move to Hayward this way: “I am 
incredibly honored to … join an 
organization that … is committed 
to caring, openness and integrity.” 
The indirect reference to what is 
lacking in our City Hall is not hard 
to miss.

Ott was just one of many depart-
ment heads who spoke in favor of 
former City Manager Jill Keimach 
before the City Council removed 
Keimach from her post in April. 
Since then, Ott has also been filling 
in as the assistant city manager.

A brilliant assistant city attor-
ney, Andrico Penick, left Alameda 
for a job with the City of San 
Francisco not long after he was 
chastised by the City Council for 
trying to open existing foot paths 
to the waterfront along Fernside 
Boulevard (despite having previ-
ously been directed by the City 
Council to do so). Our well-respect-
ed Recreation and Parks Director, 
Amy Wooldridge, was shown equal 
disdain during Council discussions 
on the matter. It would be horrible 
for Alameda if she left, too.

Who else in City Hall could pos-
sibly be fed up?

Veteran City Councilmember 
Frank Matarrese is forfeiting an 

opportunity to be easily reelected 
as a Councilmember and is instead 
running in a challenging race for 
Mayor. He has signaled that if 
he can’t be the one leading City 
Council meeting — “to bring stabil-
ity back to the city” — he does not 
want to be on the Council.

Liz Warmerdam, our assistant 
city manager (who served as inter-
im city manager twice), was not 
promoted to city manager. Instead 
the Council hired someone from 
outside Alameda to temporarily 
serve as interim city manager, who 
Warmerdam will have to spend time 
bringing up to speed.

Our dedicated public works 
director, Liam Garland, was unnec-
essarily criticized when seeking 
approval to move forward with a 
much-needed infrastructure bond. 
A majority of the Council instead 
opted to place a sales-tax measure 
on the ballot, primarily to help pay 
for expected pension deficits.

There is nothing wrong with 
asking tough questions, but city 
management and staff are not hos-
tile witnesses. Council’s disrespect-
ful questioning of them (and repre-
sentatives from outside agencies 
like AC Transit) is hard to watch. 
We can only wonder what happens 
in closed-session meetings.

Our city cannot afford to lose 
any more experience and expertise 
at a time when multiple strategic 

Another One Hits the Road
planning and development needs 
are unmet. The departures began 
occurring under the current City 
Council. I can’t help but think that 
others in city management will 
also be departing if matters do not 
improve.

In September Ott will take 
her tenacity, her composure and 
a vast amount of experience in 
land-use planning and economic 
and community development to 
Hayward.

I, for one, wish Jennifer well in 
her new role. She will be missed.

Irene Dieter posts stories and photos 
about Alameda at ionalameda.com.

I on Alameda“I am incredibly 
honored to join an 
organization that 
is committed to 
caring, openness 
and integrity.”

— Jennifer Ott

even when those letters need to be 
edited because of length or redun-
dancy. 

For a long time, we felt the Sun 
could do better with this, and your 
announcement last week is a big 
step in the right direction.

— Steve & Alice Lai-Bitker

Good commentary. I heartily 
agree with you. Thanks for remind-
ing all of us to be responsible. 

— Ginny Krutilek

New York Times helps 
support local news
Editor: 

I read the New York Times edito-
rial (“A Free Press Needs You,” Aug. 
16), which urged us to “subscribe 
to your local papers.” This editorial 
prompted me to pay for a subscrip-
tion to the Alameda Sun. I am also 
enclosing an additional donation. 

Please keep up the good work! 
I thank you for all you do for our 
community.

— Karen E. Austin

Editor’s note: An excerpt from 
the Times’ editorial reads: “And if 
you haven’t already, subscribe to 
your local papers. Praise them when 
you think they’ve done a good job 
and criticize them when you think 
they could have done better. We’re 
all in this together.”

Rhythmix tips its hat
Editor:

Rhythmix Cultural Works 
recently presented its “Pour Your 
heART Out” Benefit for the Arts 
to salute women in the food and 
beverage industries and raise funds 
for its free youth arts program-
ming. Rhythmix developed its 
Performance Art & Learning pro-
gram (PAL), as an assembly-based 
youth arts education program to 
foster awareness of world cultures 
and empower underserved youth 
through exposure to educational 
music and dance performances.

The PAL program is provided 
at no cost to participating schools 
from the Alameda and Oakland 
Unified School Districts and pro-
vides multicultural experiences not 
offered elsewhere in the commu-
nity. The outpouring of community 
support helped Rhythmix reach its 
fundraising goal to provide free cul-
tural arts programs to more than 
2,500 Alameda and Oakland public 
school students in the coming year.

Sincere thanks to our generous 
sponsors: Christopher and Trudi 
Seiwald, OMM, Inc., Kate McCaffrey 
of Pacific Union, Alameda Landing-
Catellus, Star Harbor-Tim Lewis 
Communities, Alameda Municipal 
Power, Donna Andrews & Mort 
Johnson of Morgan Stanley, First 
Community Bank, Property 
Investment Services, Semifreddi’s 
and Yankwich & Associates. 

Our hats are off to Dragonfly 
Property Services, Eyewise 
Optometry, AEC Living, Alameda 
Marina, Alameda Marketplace, 
Alameda Natural Grocery, Bay Ship & 
Yacht, Fireside Lounge, Poppy Bank, 
Yankwich & Associates, Bridge Bank, 
Concreteworks, Alameda Magazine, 
Alameda Sun and the East Bay Express.

We could not have done it with-
out KQED, Oakland Magazine, 21st 
Amendment Brewery, Absinthia 
Organic Absinthe, Alameda Island 
Brewing Co., Alameda Point Craft Soda, 
Artesa Winery, Bent Creek Winery, 
Cleophus Quealy Beer Co., Dashe 
Cellars, Faction Brewing, Hangar One, 
Onward-Farmstrong Wines, Picket 
Fence Vineyards, Prospect 772 Wine 
Co. and Rock Wall Wine Co.

Rhythmix is grateful to our in-kind 
and silent auction donors as well, 
including local businesses Alameda 
Bicycle, Alameda Meals on Wheels, 
Alameda Theatre, ACT, Angela’s 
Kitchen, Back to Life Wellness 
Center, Club Pilates, Dragon Rouge, 
East End, Greer Family Mortuary & 
Cremation Services and Kelly Lux 
State Farm Insurance. We’d also 
like to thank Alameda contributors 
Pacific Pinball Museum, Promotional 
Concepts, St. George Spirits, The 
Star on Park and Wescafe in addition 
to the dozens of out-of-town donors. 

Rhythmix extends its heartfelt 
appreciation to the performers, art-
ists, volunteers, sponsors, donors, 
board, staff, community advisory 
board members and everyone in 
the community who contributed to 
making our 11th “‘Pour Your heART 
Out” Benefit for the Arts fundraiser 
a great success! 

— Tina Blaine 
Executive Director

Rhythmix Cultural Works


