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Scott Knies “State of the Downtown”  

Annual Meeting of the San Jose Downtown Association 

October 12, 2007  (4096 words) 

What a difference a year makes 

 

             Good morning.  Thank you all for being here so early on a rainy Friday.  When 

preparing for my remarks today, I began by re-reading my speech from last year.  We 

were three and a half weeks away from the general election and I lamented the political 

state of our downtown, and our city.  The seated mayor had been censured by the city 

council and had served for eight years with a style that propagated a culture of highly 

paid influence peddlers, last minute deals like the Grand Prix subsidy, and an arrogance 

that was dismissive to community relationships.  The faith and morale in our city 

government reached an all time low and the winds of outrage built an unstoppable 

momentum. 

 What a difference a year makes. 

 Many of us during this dismal period recognized the void in San Jose’s 

leadership, collaboration and public planning.  That is a primary reason why both 1st ACT 

formed and the San Jose Downtown Association created its First 500 Days initiative.  So 

hungry – starved really – were we for the public sector to step forward with some vision, 

we decided to stop waiting and commission our own plans, and risk the criticism that our 

efforts lacked the formal authority of municipal government and, in fact, may encourage 

the further balkanization (mini-mayor system) of piecemeal policy-making pervasive at 

the time. 
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 That is perhaps a key moment in the life of our city – when a handful of private 

sector and non-profit sector leaders – some of you in this room today, along with the will 

of the voters -- shook up a civic mindset diminished by years of political control and 

pessimism.  While there certainly was a lack of confidence in public leadership at the 

time, 1st ACT came together mostly from a deep belief that the purpose of planning is to 

create a compelling vision that inspires leaders and attracts money.  The central message 

of 1st ACT is rooted in the fact that much of Silicon Valley is driven by high-skill, high 

wage jobs that require creative people.  Creative people like to be around other creative 

people.  Where is the urban center of Silicon Valley?  It is downtown San Jose.  What is 

the vision for making downtown the creative urban center of Silicon Valley – there really 

wasn’t one.  And that is why 1st ACT coalesced so compellingly, and rushed its vision of 

downtown forward ahead of the election last fall, to put forth a positive course for San 

Jose’s core; one that transforms downtown into a thriving, mixed use regional center that 

emphasizes arts and culture; with new students, residents and workers; expanded 

convention and theater facilities; thousands of new apartments and condominiums; 

hundreds of new outdoor cafes spilling onto sidewalks; a vibrant evening economy with 

hotels, galleries, bars and restaurants. 

 Many of you are thinking:  that doesn’t sound so different from the official RDA 

“downtown strategy plan 2020” sitting on some shelf in city hall.  And you are right, the 

messages are similar but the real difference is in who and how the vision was delivered.  

It wasn’t a sycophantic task force and a bunch of consultants from San Francisco, but an 

ad hoc group of local civic and business leaders that not only cared deeply for this city, 

but also had invested millions of dollars in properties, buildings and businesses.  Of 
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course, the vision would have been DOA and we wouldn’t be having this discussion 

today if San Jose didn’t elect a mayor who would embrace good planning, believe in 

strong public-private partnerships for implementation of the vision, and possess the 

confidence to invite the community – even the other council members – into the decision 

making process so everyone working together could assume the risks, and share the 

rewards, of allowing the city to take a quantum leap forward. 

 These are fortuitous times for San Jose.  With the impetus to restore public trust in 

city hall, instill more transparency in government and the understanding for proactive 

planning, Chuck Reed was overwhelmingly swept into office last November.  He was 

joined by two other reform minded councilmen, including Sam Liccardo who holds the 

downtown council seat, as well as two other councilmen in even numbered districts 

elected earlier this year.  The mayor, this council, a new city manager appointed in July, 

gives San Jose the unprecedented opportunity to have a consistent leadership and 

management team together for eight, nine years.  Long term strategies that yield fruit 

further downstream are some of the hardest decisions for elected officials because the pay 

off is frequently out of sight from today’s voter.  That makes for tough politics and 

requires bold leadership. 

 Fortunately, Mayor Reed represents a completely different style than the previous 

administration; one that welcomes new and divergent ideas and is not fearful of open 

discussion and feedback.  Mayor Reed has been pinged for not being the vision guy, but 

“read” between the lines of his first nine months in office:  he immediately embraced 1st 

ACT and backed up his support with funding in his budget.  He also accepted the 

Downtown Association’s 500 Days vision plan his very first week on the job in January.  
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Sure, you can say he is a pro-business mayor and former Chamber and SJDA President – 

which is all true – but he is also a homegrown mayor developing his leadership chops 

with an approach that is not grounded in ego, but in what is best for the city. 

 The mayor has an important teammate in downtown councilman Sam Liccardo.  I 

was meeting with a property owner the other day who was bemoaning the status of his 

project, and after whining a bit, he kind of caught himself and said whenever he starts to 

feel bluesy about the city, he instantly makes himself feel better by remembering our 

downtown councilman is not Manny Diaz. 

 The Downtown Association represents many businesses and members who don’t 

necessarily care about the eight-year plan; they are struggling with paying the rent this 

month.  With this in mind, we developed a vision document and action plan for the first 

500 days – year and a half – of the Reed administration, organized them into the 1st ACT 

principles of big deals and small wonders, and then disciplined ourselves to pick only 

five of each, given the reality of time and funding restraints.  Most importantly, we 

partnered with 23 different neighborhood, education, business, religious and civic 

organizations to choose priorities from our very long combined wish list.  The 500 Days 

plan is not just the Downtown Association’s voice; it is a collective voice.  This type of 

community citizenship model strengthens all our institutions and the association’s 

proposal is that much richer for the buy-in. 

What exactly are the ten priorities in the 500 Days plan?  The top vote getter was 

the BART grand central station.  You will hear a committee report later about the 

progress on converting the old BofA lobby at First and Santa Clara into a BART station.  

What is important about the 500 Days group consensus on BART is the reinforcement of 
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the depth of community support for this project.  People understand that regional rail 

helps make downtown jobs easily available to neighborhood residents – especially those 

without cars, or those who don’t want to drive cars given the price of gas, time wasted in 

traffic and rising awareness to reduce our carbon footprint.  The larger reason BART 

makes sense for downtown, is a transit system on this scale makes more density possible, 

facilitating large concentrations of employment and robust labor markets.  BART is the 

one regional public works project that only makes sense when viewed through a 100 

years lens, taking into account the astounding population surge projected for the Bay 

Area.  However improbable it seems today to have subway stations under Santa Clara 

Street, BART is exactly the kind of big deal that will take immense civic courage to 

implement.  This opportunity for BART is before us now. 

Second on our list is the convention center expansion.  The city has outgrown the 

current center and over time its competitive position has significantly diminished.  The 

hospitality industry in downtown primarily serves the business traveler and hosts working 

events, conferences and sessions at its downtown convention facilities.  This business is 

crucial to Silicon Valley, and certain to grow – if we upgrade our facilities.  The original 

center was opened in 1989 and is in need of renovation.  The hotels have made this a 

priority by putting their money where their mouth is and are considering an innovative 

funding mechanism that would essentially tax individual hotel properties.  The city and 

RDA have responded with design funds earlier this year and are actively working 

together with our partners at CVB and TSJ to advance plans.   This big deal is well 

underway and some intriguing draft designs are being shared with the community, 

including the SoFA Committee. 
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Our third item from the 500 days plan is titled “corporate headquarters incentives” 

but what it really means is:  let’s fill up the offices we have and build a lot more.  The 

employment base downtown – like the residential base – must increase substantially for 

us to achieve the numbers of people that will eventually allow downtown retail to 

flourish.  All these markets are inter-related.  On the office front, there is exciting news 

beyond the year’s earlier announcement of the BEA Systems deal to purchase the Sobrato 

building.  Have you seen the activity over at Park Ave. and the Guadalupe River?  That is 

Legacy Partners mobilizing the site to begin Riverpark Towers II, the first new 

downtown office building since city hall, but for a new spec office building, you have to 

go all the way back to the former Opus building at 225 W. Santa Clara St. in 2001.  That 

building, plus Riverpark I, BEA, 10 Almaden, 160 W. Santa Clara, the Knight Ridder 

building – all our Class A office space downtown is essentially leased up.  Will Boston 

Properties follow suit with their plans on Almaden Blvd?  I can imagine no better sight 

for downtown than another couple cranes on the skyline, some erecting commercial 

towers, others building condo towers.   

What will these thousands of new residents and employees experience at ground 

level?  This is our plan’s fourth initiative:  in-fill place-making.  After all, we must admit, 

while downtown does have isolated nodes of activity, numerous blocks are still empty 

and lifeless.  It has long been the Downtown Association’s goal to “finish one block” 

somewhere in the downtown and move out from this center, steadily filling in the 

remaining gaps and vacant spaces by renovation and new development.  Our boldest 

ideas center on downtown’s most notorious block killers.  Remember the Pavilion Shops?  

The former Jon Jerde designed open air shopping center on First Street across from the 
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Fairmont Hotel was sadly converted into a web farm, but we can see its third incarnation 

as a return to an active use for people, not machines.  Can you picture the Pavilion 

opened up again one day as downtown’s version of San Francisco’s Ferry Building?  We 

can. 

The monolithic Market San Pedro parking garage renders charming San Pedro 

Square a one-sided street – except on Friday 10-2 when the farmers market enlivens the 

entire east side of the street, demonstrating its true potential.  The Downtown Association 

supports plans to convert the first two floors of the garage fronting San Pedro Street into 

retail use.  Imagine an international marketplace in that location like the Public Market in 

downtown LA. 

 We’ve advocated for years that the Fountain Alley historic district has the 

potential to become a centerpiece of downtown revitalization.  The city’s best 

architecture is located there, with interesting pathways between historic buildings, 

combined with available sites for sensitive – and crucial – in fill projects, make this area 

the ideal canvas to blend downtown’s past with its future.  The competitive advantages of 

cities are their walkable streets and successful public places.  Everyone recognizes this, 

but there are still so many gaps in the downtown fabric – for every Bella Mia or AP 

Stumps, there is a Victory Parking or Valley Title lot – with their 3.66 acres of dead 

space stopping cold the pedestrian experience.  To our credit as a city, much progress has 

been made over the last two decades to improve conditions on the street level, including a 

tremendous response recently from the city and RDA to acknowledge the importance of 

activating spaces in the public realm, like widening sidewalks, adding diagonal street 
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parking, narrowing traffic lanes, adding more sidewalk cafes.  It all adds up, but there 

isn’t one of us here this morning that wishes it would go faster.   

Our fifth proposal in the 500 days report is the Downtown Medical Center.   This 

may seem like a strange fit for the downtown association – and it is.  But remember there 

were 23 other groups involved and several of them were neighborhood and resident 

groups that voted a hospital their top priority.  So it got the votes and ended up in our 

plan.  While it is now apparent that SJ Med Center is not coming back at its former 

location on Santa Clara Street, it is absolutely essential for us to hear the message current 

residents are telling us.  You might be surprised to learn that the total number of condos 

owned in the downtown core is just 365.  When the Axis tower is full, we will nearly 

double that number.  Add Tower 88, Urban West and 360 Residences and we quadruple 

home ownership in the center city, and we finally begin counting downtown residents in 

the thousands, rather than hundreds.  Do not underestimate the significance of a thousand 

new residents calling the downtown their home.  Before we can do that, however, we 

need to first sell those high rise condos, and that is where quality of life issues that we 

have been discussing like transit, walkability and great public places really matter.  

Necessities like healthcare, schools, libraries and community centers must be 

incorporated and planned into the city’s urban fabric because downtown is becoming a 

neighborhood, too.  On this particular hospital issue, we are fortunate to have councilman 

Sam Liccardo working on a new 24 hour urgent and primary care facility for downtown.  

We will keep you posted. 

Onto our plan’s five small wonders.  By far the highest priority was what we 

called “clean and green city scene.”  Here we take a cue right out of the Santana Rows of 
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the world.  Just as lifestyle centers have learned to do “place” from downtowns, the 

lifestyle centers have shown downtowns how important it is to be clean, safe and 

friendly.  That is why we formed a Property Based Improvement District:  to dramatically 

improve the perceptions of downtown by scrubbing sidewalks, removing litter and 

graffiti, providing colorful flowers and decorative lighting; and also deploying a platoon 

of uniformed personnel who will permeate downtown with a reassuring spirit of safety 

and friendliness.  This combination of PBID services will create a more positive 

impression of downtown and act as a further stimulus for investment.  We took our time 

developing this proposal and made sure property owners, including the city and RDA, 

who were going to assess themselves, too, for these services, knew precisely what was 

expected.  At the end of our campaign, when all the votes to create the district were 

counted on August 7, a remarkable 90.4 percent of owners representing 62 percent of all 

downtown property voted in favor of the PBID.  The election demonstrated quite a 

mandate and the expectations will be sky high when the district rolls out early next year.  

The purpose of the PBID is extremely focused:  To keep downtown clean, safe and well-

managed by providing services that supplement those of the City of San Jose and the 

responsibilities of private property owners.  Remember that goal, because I will be 

reporting back to you next year at this time on exactly how we’re doing. 

Parking is always an evergreen goal, sore spot, bone of contention, and the 500 

Days groups agreed we needed to increase the supply and quality of downtown parking.  

You are going to hear from our Downtown Parking Board representative later on the 

agenda, so I am not going to embellish further.  I’m kind of grumpy about this subject 

anyway because a week ago today, during downtown’s First Friday gallery crawl in 
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SoFA district, I got a $51 parking ticket at 11:08 p.m. on Balbach St., 100 feet in from 

Market St., for “permit not visible.”  I looked at the phalanx of different and confusing 

signs on the street and eventually figured out which one applied to my malicious parking 

violation on the empty street.  There was a moment right then that I didn’t love my 

downtown – I forgot about all the fantastic art I saw at Works, Quilt Museum, ICA, AD 

and MACLA, the wonderful, eclectic people I had talked to all night, and suddenly me, 

Mr. Downtown, was cursing my own town.  The constant public relations backlash 

downtown endures by being so heavily patrolled by the parking control people is why the 

Downtown Association is proposing a new program to allow scofflaws to pay off their 

ticket for a couple bucks within an hour over at city hall – or in my case, having received 

a weekend citation – Monday morning before 9 a.m.  Just don’t get another ticket when 

you go to city hall to pay off your first one. 

Right up there as a small wonder priority with cleaning and parking, is night 

culture and policing reforms.  We have worked diligently the past year on this elusive and 

complex goal, with some modest success, as you will hear during our committee report 

later in the agenda.  But we still have a long way to go.  The Association has proposed a 

drastic shift in downtown’s after hours scene moving away from today’s environment 

dominated by night clubs to one full of diverse night life – but there are strong forces for 

the status quo that are resisting this change.  Much of the resistance seems to be mired in 

misunderstanding.  Certainly we have our share of knuckleheads downtown late at night, 

and irresponsible club owners that tarnish the environment for the entire downtown.  We 

also have a variety of after hours businesses and venues that offer dancing, entertainment 

and social gathering opportunities fundamental to the very definition of a vibrant urban 



11 
 
 

center.  We have an excellent police force that is used to doing things its own way 

without having to check off with any formal community oversight below the city council.  

Everyone agrees -- the politicians, police, clubs and community -- that the current 

situation downtown must change, yet we continue to struggle to get there.  Into this 

paralysis, the Downtown Association volunteered in April 2006 to try and break the cycle 

of inaction and worsening conditions by offering some potential solutions.  In doing so, 

we have been criticized from all angles – by the police, club owners, blogs, certain city 

staff – but true leadership means some times taking unpopular positions for the greater 

good.  The Association proposed a number of recommendations towards improving 

downtown’s troubled night culture, but the three main ones are:  1) land use control – 

through zoning policy we should designate an area of downtown where the entertainment 

uses are encouraged and concentrated, rather than the current policy that allows clubs to 

site anywhere.  I know this type of approach makes the skin crawl of most of our 

members who believe in property rights and the free market, but think about the coming 

residential towers and the need I spoke of earlier for good urban planning.  Locating new 

club uses of a certain size in an entertainment district will make sense in the long run.  2)  

strengthen the conditions on businesses.  Hold the club owner accountable with stronger, 

more enforceable entertainment permits that are both an incentive for good operators and 

makes it easier to close down the bad ones.  3)  communicate.  We have made decent 

progress building trust with the police, by doing joint trainings, attending Responsible 

Hospitality Institute workshops, but an ongoing process is still lacking, and desperately 

needed.   
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One more thing on this subject.  We hear a lot of rhetoric about statistics for safest 

big city and a 24-hour city.  There’s only a couple special places in the world that operate 

24 hours, and San Jose is unlikely to ever be one of them.  Let’s start with being an 18-

hour city and if we can handle that, let’s take it from there.  

Guadalupe River Park is our fourth small wonder, and is metaphorical for the 

entire downtown:  beautiful in parts, terrific potential, but in the whole, unfinished.  The 

500 Days group wants to see the GRP completed – in our lifetime – and see greater 

emphasis placed on trail and park development in general.  Downtown does not have 

enough open space.   This was evident again just last month when Cirque du Soleil could 

not find a spot in the core to set up their big top and will stay out on Taylor Street when 

they open their new tour in January.  The Redevelopment Agency is going to study 

potential sites for new plaza and park sites downtown, and we invite our members to 

think creatively about existing lots, obsolete buildings, under freeways – wherever you 

can envision open space – and don’t limit yourself to Cirque-sized parcels.  Think about 

dog runs, cricket fields, outdoor stages, playgrounds, squares, gardens, putting greens, 

skating paths, basketball courts – it’s all good.  The fantastic weather, the desire for 

physical fitness, the outdoor lifestyle all naturally tilt downtown towards a park-filled 

future.  

Our tenth and final action item is another evergreen goal:  streamline permit 

process and costs for small businesses.  Every city administration makes this a goal; so 

does every chamber, downtown association, business organization, 500 days plan.  Why 

is it always on our list?  Because it is still so screwed up too much of the time.  Just last 

week, our office received the typical horror story from a member trying to make 
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improvements to his property on Second Street and getting a different story from 

different city inspectors causing delay, frustration and more expense.  Mayor Reed has 

pledged to fix this vexing issue once and for all, and if anyone has the stick-to-it-ive-ness 

that will be required for this task, it is he.  However, we can’t help but think there might 

be some structural improvements in the organization of city functions that might help.  

For instance, the Mayor has emphasized certain areas of the city for economic 

development, primarily North San Jose and downtown.  Perhaps architectural review for 

large projects and permits for smaller ones in these two areas could be processed by RDA 

instead of planning.  The Planning Dept. seems overwhelmed at times, is dependent on 

charging high fees for cost recovery and is now busy with the General Plan process, 

which will require a lot of focus and resources over the next couple years.  Might it be 

more efficient for Redevelopment to handle the city’s priority development areas during 

this time and expedite the processing, permitting and review of projects?  After all, 

municipal government cannot provide quality services without a competitive business 

environment that fosters strong, private-sector growth.  If San Jose is not competitive in 

our rate of taxation, fees and speed of approvals, then we will see business locate 

elsewhere.   

That is the status of our 10 priorities from our 500 Days vision. 

For sure there are other key projects that didn’t make the list:  the re-imagining of 

San Jose’s light tower on a scale of the St. Louis Arch or Seattle Space Needle; the 

revitalization of St. James Park and the Civic Auditorium; the extension of RDA – but we 

are out of time, and those are discussions for another day. 
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 I am encouraged we will make quicker progress toward achieving all of these 

goals because of our new, inspired civic leadership and stronger links with our partners in 

neighborhoods and non-profits.  Business, residents, and non-profits working together 

will increase our leverage for change because when it is clear what the people want, that 

always makes for good politics.  If business, residents and non-profits combine forces 

around our consensus priorities for downtown, like we have done with 1st ACT and 500 

Days, then our partnership with the public sector will yield results like never before. 

Thank you again for your attention this morning.   


