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OPINION
Letters to the Editor

Joe Heller

The Alameda Sun is independently owned and operated. The newspaper is supported by its 
advertisers and subscribers. The Sun focuses on just the news that affects the residents of the city 
of Alameda, from the West End to the East End, from Bay Farm to Alameda Point.

Our Letters Policy
Opinions in Letters to the 
Editor are the express 
views of the writers and do 
not necessarily reflect the 
opinions of the Alameda 
Sun, its advertisers or staff.
Letters to the Editor are wel-
come from the community. 
Letters must include a name 
and phone number for veri-
fication purposes. Unsigned 
letters will not be printed.
Letters are subject to edit-
ing for length, clarification 
and legal considerations. 
Please try to limit letters 
to 250 words.
Mail your letters to Editor, 
Alameda Sun, 3215 J 
Encinal Ave., Alameda, CA 
94501, or e-mail them to 
editor@alamedasun.com.
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Set the record straight
Editor:

At a recent City Council meet-
ing, Councilmember Marilyn 
Ezzy Ashcraft faux-compliment-
ed Alameda Citizens Task Force 
(ACT) for finally supporting more 
affordable housing. 

ACT wants to be clear about 
the actions it has taken to sup-
port more affordable housing in 
Alameda. Over the past four years, 
we have met with Mayor Trish 
Spencer, Councilmember and for-
mer Vice Mayor Frank Matarrese, 
Councilmember Jim Oddie, lead-
ers of Renewed Hope, leaders of 
Alameda’s Rental Coalition (ARC)
and leaders of Alamedans For Fair 
Rent Control (AFFRC). ACT urged 
them all to take the following steps: 

n Increase the current mini-
mum requirement of 15 percent 
affordable housing in new devel-
opments to 25 to 30 percent, espe-
cially since a complicated density 
bonus formula imposed by the 
state reduces the so-called 15 per-
cent minimum to an actual, mea-
sly 12.5 percent. ACT wants more 
affordable housing built and built 
faster. If the city and developers 
can build 25 percent affordable 
housing at Alameda Point (thanks 
to the fine work of Renewed Hope) 
then they can — and should — do 
it elsewhere on the Island. 

n Conduct an affordable hous-
ing Nexus study that would allow 
our city to charge the developers 
an impact fee for every market-
priced unit they build. Other cit-
ies do this and collect $20,000 to 
$30,000 per market-priced unit. 
It works like this: each market-
priced unit built reduces the 
capacity and possibility of build-
ing an affordable unit, thereby 
having a negative impact on the 
city’s future possibility of meet-
ing its affordable housing goals. 
Currently, there are more than 
2,000 new market-priced units in 
the city pipeline. Between 2015 
and 2023, Alameda has or will 
approve building more than 4,000 
new market-rate units. If Alameda 
had been collecting a $20,000 
impact fee from the start, the city 
would have raised $80 million. 

n Use the collected impact 
fees to build, restore or buy more 
affordable housing and help rent-
ers pay their increasingly unaf-
fordable rents. 

n Revise the current rules and 
regulations to ease the building 
and use of secondary units as rent-
al units so more affordable units 
could be made available faster.   

n ACT worked for rent stabi-

lization and supported the cre-
ation of the Rent Stabilization 
and Limitations on Evictions 
Ordinance. Subsequently, when 
renters sought just-cause legal pro-
tection from unfair evictions and 
mom-and-pop landlords worried 
about paying large relocation fees, 
ACT tried to broker a compromise: 
Landlords of mom-and-pop units 
would agree to just-cause language 
after a tenant had lived in their 
unit for one year and there were no 
serious problems; renters would 
agree to reduce the amount of the 
relocation fees. The effort failed, 
as neither side was interested, but 
ACT tried. 

n ACT met with City Council 
and Tim Lewis, Inc., the develop-
er of Encinal Terminals and the 
Del Monte building, to urge them 
to build fewer million-dollar units 
and smaller, cheaper, more-afford-
able, market-rate work-force and 
senior units instead.  When ACT 
requested more housing for seniors 
at Alameda Landing Waterfront, 
Ashcraft said it wasn’t needed 
because Council had passed regula-
tions involving accessory dwelling 
units for backyard units.

ACT is and always has been 
a progressive organization that 
fights for open government and 
the rights of Alameda’s resi-
dents. If you’d like to know more 
about us, contact us at alameda  
citizenstf@gmail.com. We espe-
cially invite Ashcraft to do so.

— ACT Steering Committee: 
Gretchen Lipow, President; 

Janet Gibson, Vice-President; 
Kathleen Schumacher, 

Secretary; Patsy Baer; Mark 
Greenside and Paul Foreman  

Response to  
recent open letter
Editor:

As president of Small Property 
Owners of San Francisco, the 
organization that sponsored 
three busloads of rental property 
owners to a California Assembly 
hearing regarding AB 1506, I 
would like to respond to state-
ments in the the recent open let-
ter (“Open Letter on Rent Control 
Setback,” Jan. 25). They were 
inaccurate and, even worse, rac-
ist and xenophobic.

AB 1506 would have repealed 
the Costa-Hawkins Rental 
Housing Act, the law that pro-
tects our rental housing from 
the most restrictive type of rent 
control. Costa-Hawkins prohibits 
vacancy control (under which 
owners cannot raise rents to 
market when a rental becomes 

vacant); it prohibits rent control 
on new construction and on single-
family residences and condomini-
ums. Allowing these extensions of 
rent controls would remove incen-
tive to build new rental housing 
and to continue to rent out existing 
rentals.

The people on our buses were 
our members: owners, and parents 
of owners, of small rentals in San 
Francisco. Many are immigrants 
from China, but, to my knowledge, 
none are part of a “wave of inves-
tors from China.” Our Chinese-
American members are folks who 
have bought a house with one or 
two rentals. 

Their employment is at jobs 
such as “hotel room cleaner,” “post 
office clerk,” “restaurant owner.” 
None of them “received two days 
off from work.” They met our buses 
at 4:30 a.m. and rode to the hear-
ing. Each stood in line, as I did, for 
more than two hours to be allowed 
to state their name and that they 
opposed to the legislation. 

Yes, we did suggest some 
phrases in English for them to 
chant because their English is, in 
some cases, very limited. Yes, we 
did receive funds from real estate 
groups to supplement our member 
contributions for T-shirts, lunches 
and buses. The tenant groups had 
similar props, apparently funded 
by a union.

The strict forms of rent control 
desired by the backers of AB1506 
and a pending ballot initiative are 
housing killers. Who would want to 
build new housing with perpetual 
rent control? What mom-and-pop 
owner could continue to rent out 
a unit that drains his resources? 
To paraphrase (Socialist) Swedish 
economist Assar Lindbeck, who 
was part of the Nobel Prize in 
Economics nominating body, “The 
only way to destroy a city more 
effectively than rent control is to 
use bombs.”

— Noni Richen, President, 
Small Property Owners  

of San Francisco

Don’t hide behind  
closed doors
Editor:

I learned with dismay this 
week that the City Council met on 
Tuesday, Jan. 30, behind closed 
doors, to study and decide upon 
the report by independent investi-
gators into two Councilmembers’ 
potential harassment of the City 
Manager in her decision to hire a 
new fire chief. The findings of the 
investigation are still unknown to 
the general public, and are cur-
rently labeled as confidential. 

I would like to bring the follow-
ing to Alamedans’ attention:

First, there is a sunshine ordi-
nance that requires that city gov-
ernment meetings be public and 
open to all, that transcripts of the 
proceedings be easily accessible 
and that decisions be transparent 
to the general public. 

Second, as I understood it, the 
City Council would make the final 
decision on this matter, which 
is grave since pressuring the 
City Manager is against the City 
Charter and would result in the two 
Councilmembers losing their seats 
on the City Council.

I ask for the following:
n The complete and unredacted 

transcript of the report by the inde-
pendent investigators, with all con-
clusions drawn, published in the 
Alameda Sun and online at the City 
of Alameda webpage.

n The vote in open session of 
the City Council, to determine the 
veracity or dismissal of the charges 
against the two Councilmembers.

n The abstention of those 
accused Councilmembers from any 
vote, given their personal interests 
in the matter.

Business as usual, hidden from 
public view, must stop. 

— Patricia Bowen

Teens working toward 
good cause with play
Editor:

Last weekend I attended a 
play by the local theater group 
Tomorrow Youth Repertory. The 
group is made up of teens who 
presented a performance of Up 
the Down Staircase. The play talks 
about teenage angst and suicide. 

At the end of the play, one of the 
actors gave an improvised speech 

Jeff Cambra
The author of a recently pub-

lished commentary (“Open Letter 
on Rent Control Setback,” Jan. 25) 
addressed the failure of AB 1506 
(repeal of Costa Hawkins) to get 
out of committee. She inferred that 
Alameda did not have any protec-
tions for renters. 

“Even if AB 1506 passed, I sus-
pect it unlikely there would (or 
yet will be) any rent stabiliza-
tion or protection with teeth for 
Alamedans,” she wrote. It appears 
that the author is not aware of 
the City’s Rent Stabilization and 
Limitations on Evictions Ordinance 
passed by the City Council back in 
April 2016. 

The ordinance allows any resi-
dent who rents a unit in the city and 
has received a rent increase of any 
amount (no minimum increase) to 
voice their concerns to the Alameda 
Housing Authority, who attempts 
to mediate the dispute informal-
ly. For those cases that are not 
resolved by the Housing Authority 
and involve a rent increase over 
5 percent of the current rent, the 
ordinance gives the Rent Review 
Advisory Committee (RRAC) the 
“teeth” or binding authority to pre-
vent unreasonable rent increases 
for the residents who live in the 
estimated 12,000 multifamily units 
located in Alameda. 

At its first meeting this year, 
the RRAC heard case number 
965, which involved a $1,190 rent 
increase (90 percent) on an existing 
rent of $1,310 for a two-bedroom, 
one-bath unit. The new owners of 
the triplex were seeking the rent 
increase to help pay upcoming 
expenses for deferred mainte-
nance, major repairs and increased 
property taxes. The residents were 
a young couple with a child in 
school and a household income of 
approximately $4,000 a month. 

At the hearing and through a 
translator provided by the Housing 
Authority, these residents were 
able to communicate to the RRAC 
the hardship such a large rent 
increase would have on a house-

hold income. If the full rent increase 
was allowed, the couple would be 
paying 62 percent of their gross 
income for rent. The parties were 
not able to agree on a rent amount, 
and after hearing all the testimony, 
the RRAC members authorized a 
rent increase of $65. 

As a result of the RRAC’s deci-
sion, the resulting $1,375 per 
month rent (34 percent of the 
household income) is the maxi-
mum amount the owners can col-
lect. The RRAC decision is binding 
on all parties and enforceable by 
the city. Consequently, this RRAC 
decision has “teeth” contrary to 
the representations made by the 
commentary’s author. 

This decision demonstrates 
a commitment to minimizing the 
impact of rising rents caused by the 
short supply of affordable housing 
for moderate- and low-income resi-
dents. Additionally, binding deci-
sions like this one insure that more 
of a resident’s household income 
can go to other expenses and 
reduce the possibility of displace-
ment due to gentrification.

Even if the decision is not 
enforceable, residents that partici-
pate in the rent review process can 
still benefit. If the rent increase is 
5 percent or less or the unit is one 
that is exempt from rent control by 
state law, RRAC can still hear the 
case, but it can only make an unen-
forceable recommendation. RRAC 
faced this situation at its December 
2017 meeting when it heard case 
number 933.5. 

The home was a three-bedroom, 
three-bath “exempt” townhouse 

Rent Stabilization 
in City has Teeth

renting for $1,300, and the trustee 
sought a $2,200 rent increase (133 
percent) to bring the rent up to a 
market rate rent of $3,500. 

At the RRAC hearing, the 
trustee indicated that under 
state law he had a fiduciary duty 
to the widow to get market-rate 
rent. The resident was interested 
in maintaining the current lease 
so that his child could stay in the 
same school and offered to pay 
an additional $1,000 for a two-
year lease. The trustee declined 
the offer, so the RRAC recom-
mended a $750 rent increase. 

The resident appealed the 
decision to the City Council and 
started to pay the $3,500. Prior 
to the Council meeting, the resi-
dent and trustee came to a pri-
vate agreement where the rent 
would be $2,500 from December 
2017 to June 2018 and $3,000 per 
month from July to December. 
The trustee also offered to ret-
roactively apply the $2,500 rent 
to the December and January 
rent, which resulted in a rent 
credit to the resident. It should 
be noted that the trustee had no 
obligation to reduce the $3,500 
rent or to apply the lower rent to 
the December and January pay-
ments already paid.

While the “exempt unit” 
RRAC recommendations are not 
binding on the parties, as this 
case demonstrates, a number 
of housing providers have vol-
untarily accepted less rent as 
the direct result of participating 
in the RRAC mediation process 
and having a better understand-
ing of the impact that their rent 
increase can have on a resident. 

Some residents have asked, 
“Why bother to go through a 
mediation if the result is not 
binding?” Case 965 clearly sup-
ports the notion that mediation 
can be an effective process to 
create mutually beneficial out-
comes for the participants, even 
if the RRAC recommendations 
are not enforceable.

Jeff Cambra is a local attorney 
and mediator.about teen suicide and noted a 

donation box in the lobby for 
the National Suicide Prevention 
Hotline. Many people were touched 
by this gesture. 

I thought it was a fantastic effort 
from local teens to help other teens 
and adults. In two nights, the play 
raised $600 for the hotline.  

As a  mental health professional 
on the Island, I know the tragedy of 
teenage angst turned suicidal. The 
Alameda Sun highlighting this play 
and its philanthropic endeavors 
might be an effective way to note 
some good things Alameda teens 
do with the arts and gently point to 
a tough issue that effects so many.

— Elizabeth Dandenell, East 
Bay Center for Anxiety Relief, 

Treatment & Prevention

Appreciation for the Sun
Editor’s note: We truly are hum-

bled by the generous subscribers and 
supporters who have continued to 
find ways to appreciate the Alameda 

Sun in recent weeks. Here are more 
of their comments.

Dear Dennis & Eric:
Thanks for leading and enabling 

a great communication forum for 
the city of Alameda!

— Paul Beusterien  
& Elizabeth Baldwin

Editor:
We look forward every week to 

the Alameda Sun. Thanks for all the 
stuff you do. 

— Suzanne Renne
Hi Eric:

Sorry that I have been so long 
in subscribing to the Alameda Sun. 
Always been a fan, but since we 
retired, your paper has been our 
lifeline to keeping up on what is 
going on in our town and with our 
many customers. 

It has been a joy to see you 
evolve over the years and Alameda 
is blessed to have a true, authentic 
and unbiased newspaper.

— Iris & John Watson

This decision  
demonstrates a 
commitment to 
minimizing the 
impact of rising 
rents caused by 
the short supply  
of affordable 
housing.

Commentary


