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Brown's plan could cut into Oakland's redevelopment projects
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OAKLAND -- City governments all over California are scrambling
to fast-track projects that rely on redevelopment money to beat
Gov. Jerry Brown's plan to siphon the uncommitted funds to help
balance the state budget.

It remains to be seen whether or to what extent Brown will carry
through on his threat to end, or at the very least reform,
redevelopment in the state. But the debate offers a chance to
take a closer look at how redevelopment is used, how effective it
has been for Oakland, and whether the city is using it to pay for
basic services.

Redevelopment is a tool created by state law to help cities
eliminate blight and revitalize struggling, economically depressed
areas. This is accomplished by reinvesting local property tax
revenues that would otherwise be shared with counties, cities
and schools.

Proponents argue it is the only tool available to reduce blight,
entice new development and pay for affordable housing. But
critics counter that some cities have been too loose with their
redevelopment dollars. They say that redevelopment diverts
revenue from other local government agencies and increases
state education costs.

Either way, huge amounts of money are at stake: Oakland's tax increment revenue from redevelopment activities this fiscal
year is estimated at $110 million. Without the steady flow of redevelopment dollars, plans for a new baseball stadium, a
modern development at the Army Base and a Broadway corridor filled with

new retail stores, could go up in smoke.

Effective tool

Blight-reducing activities can be as simple as reviving a
rundown corridor of commercial storefronts with new paint
and awnings, or as all-encompassing as using eminent
domain to demolish older buildings to make way for new
housing and retail. It's often used to create plans, improve
infrastructure, buy land, pay for tenant improvements or
make other investments that help offset costs to
developers.

And that's a good thing, because reluctant investors often
need a boost before they will take a chance on a blighted
neighborhood.

Redevelopment agencies can issue bonds to raise money
for blight-reducing measures. The bonds are repaid with
future increases in property tax revenue generated by the
new projects. For example, a new shopping center would
be expected to generate a much higher property tax rate
than the blighted, empty storefronts it replaced.

The California Redevelopment Association and many officials from the 400-plus redevelopment agencies around the state
blasted the governor's plan to dismantle redevelopment. They said it will mean the end of economic development and loss
of 304,000 jobs statewide. Oakland Mayor Jean Quan said her city would lose 7,600 jobs and 1,200 affordable housing
units.

A report released last month by the nonpartisan Legislative Analyst's Office in Sacramento said there has never been
independent analysis to corroborate those employment figures and believes they are overstated and include jobs that were
created with private financing.
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