CITY FOCUS

Out of the Shadow

Oakland is no longer San Francisco’s quiet neighbor By Melanie Haiken

all 1t the second-city syndrome. Just as St.
Paul languishes mn the shadow of Min-
neapohs and Fort Worth fights to disan-
guish itself from Dallas, Oakland has always
suffered from 1ts proxinuty to the City by the Bay. But, as
San Francisco continues to recover from the dot-com
collapse, Oakland 15 quietly coming into 1ts own.

Consider this: The number of arrivals and departures
at Oakland International Airport grew a significant 7.4
percent in 2001. This spring saw the completion of the
first privately funded commercial high-rise to be built in
Oakland in more than a decade, a 21-story curved glass
construction known as 555 City Center. Oakland’s
commercial vacancy rate, though stull a high 10.7 per-
cent, 15 now considerably lower than San Franciscos,
which has soared to 12.7 percent.

To Bay Area residents, the concept of Oakland hav-
mg a lower vacancy rate than San Francisco 1s mind-
bogghng. And Oakland’s rate for class-A space 1s holding
steady at about $30 a square toot, only shghtly below San
Francisco’s current average of $33 a square foot.

But it 15 the hotels that tell the real story. The 160-
room Courtyard by Marriott opened in April. Also
brand new i1s the Hilton Homewood Suites, a hotel
catering to long-term busmess travelers. The command-
g 486-room City Center Marriott recently unveiled a
complete renovation designed to accommodate Oak-
land’s growing conference business with 17 meeting
rooms and 89,000 square feet of meetng space. Another
Hilton property, the Gardens, broke ground across the
street from the new Marriott. “There’s defimtely a hotel
boom happemng,” says Manette Bellhveau, executive
director of the Oakland Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Such dramatic changes are thanks largely to the popu-
lanty and zeal ot Oaklands maverick mayor, former Cal-
ifornia governor Jerry Brown. Now in his second term,
the famously iconoclasuc Brown has doggedly pursued
an Qakland renaissance, defving both obstacles and
ridicule. In fact, Brown has even done some ridiculing of
his own. Last summer, Bay Area residents were treated to
a series of clever television ads poking fun at fogbound,
overpriced San Francisco (one featured a doghouse
sporting a $400,000 price tag) while lauding Oakland as
sunny and affordable — wiath plenty of parking to boot.

Brown’s proudest achievement may be a matter of
sheer numbers — the ambitious “ 10K plan,” which aims
to lure 10,000 new residents to downtown Oakland.

OAKLAND'S CITY CENTER HAS
“BECOME A TOP DRAW IN THE CITY.
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