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Introduction  

The Downtown Oakland Specific Plan began in 2015 with a series of community meetings where the 

majority of comments centered on issues of affordability, gentrification and displacement.  Moreover, 

the Specific Plan presentations left many with the perception that the outcomes could negatively affect 

historically marginalized communities of color. In response to these concerns, the City of Oakland 

Department of Planning and Building hired an equity consultant, and with the ŎƛǘȅΩǎ Department of Race 

and Equity, designed a process to consolidate racial equity into the Specific Plan as an essential 

ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Ǉƻlicies, programs, and projects.   The intention of this effort is to 

ensure that the plan addresses disparity throughout its recommendations to enhance the economic, 

cultural and environmental quality of Downtown Oakland.   

The documentation of racial disparities, and identification of indicators ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ 

progress toward equity is the first step in an approach to centering racial equity in the Specific Plan.     

This disparity analysis is part of a larger equity impact assessment that is underway for the Specific Plan. 

The equity impact assessment involves identifying and engaging a broader and more representative 

segment of stakeholders; documenting racial inequities; and examining equity impacts of potential 

specific plan policies, programs, and projects; as well as identifying complementary strategies to 

enhance positive impacts or reduce negative impacts of specific plan recommendations.  

The equity impact assessment will help to ensure that the Specific Plan policies related to 

transportation, economics, housing, urban design and arts and culture will address equity. Thus, each 

topic within the Specific Plan will include an equity component as an implicit component of its 

assessments and recommendations.  

 
hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ /ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ Equity 

Like cities across the U.S., Oakland has been shaped by institutional and structural racism. Past 

government policies and practices have contributed to the creation of significant racial disparities.  In 

legislation authored by councilmember Desley Brooks, Oakland established the Department of Race and 

Equity in 2015 to άǎȅǎǘŜƳŀtically address these pervasive and persistent issues in our government, 

ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ /ƛǘȅέ όCity Council proposal to establish the DRE, 1/27/15). The Department is 

tasked with integrating, on a city-wide basis, the principle of ensuring that Oakland is a άŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘέ 

city, by eliminating systemic inequities caused by past and current decisions, systems of power and 

privilege, and policies. The initiating ordinance directs staff to implement practices that will allow the 

City to make progress in the elimination of inequities and mitigate unavoidable negative community 

impacts to fairness and opportunity.  

The utilization of an equity tool (the racial equity impact assessment) for the downtown plan is one of 

the first applications of addressing racial equity in a City-led community process.  It is imperative that 

the City works side by side with the community, other city departments and government institutions, 
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businesses, artists and other stakeholders to undo the legacy of racism and to create and Oakland where 

equity is realized.    

  
Report Outline 

The following racial disparity analysis has been completed to inform the Specific Plan process. This 

analysis begins with an account of the history of inequity in Oakland; and documents racial disparities 

related to the four major Specific Plan topic areas, including:  (1) housing, jobs and economic 

opportunity; (2) built environment, health and sustainability, (3) streets, connectivity and mobility; and 

(4) arts & culture. For each of these topic areas, the analysis in this report presents a desired future 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ 

programs and projects must address. These equity indicators will be used in future analysis to help 

imbed equity in the Specific Plan recommendations.  

 

Purpose  of Report  

¶ !ǳƎƳŜƴǘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ŘŜŜǇŜƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

composition, racial disparities and needs so that the Specific Plan strategies are grounded in 

a clear understanding of existing inequities; 

¶ Provide information about access-to-opportunity and quality-of-life outcomes, including the 

provision and utilization of health, educational and other social services; fit between the 

education and training attainment of Oakland residents and growing sectors of the economy, 

wage gaps; transit dependency; housing cost burden; under- and unemployment, and rates 

of youth disconnectedness, among others. 

¶ Use equity data to inform the policy decisions in the Downtown Oakland Specific Plan (DOSP).  

¶ Understand current conditions in downtown Oakland to develop draft technical policies and 

draft plans to consider for inclusion in the DOSP. 
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Historical Perspective on Downtownôs Racial Inequities 

A. Historical Context  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ discrimination in jobs, housing and 

transportation and infrastructure. Like many other cities across the country, the spatial segregation and 

isolation from opportunities for wealth accrual and social mobility that have resulted from this history 

have had ongoing racial effects in current development processes.1 The following historical overview is 

presented according to key moments in Oakland history.  

Prior to being incorporated as a city, Oakland and the Bay Area were the ancestral land of the 

Shuumi/Ohlone, whose descendants still inhabit the Bay Area. In 1869, the Pacific Transcontinental 

Railroad established its West Coast terminal in West Oakland. Soon thereafter, many black workers 

found work with the Pullman Palace Car Company, which had a policy of only hiring black men as 

porters. While this policy was restrictive and racist, it encouraged hundreds of black families to relocate 

to West Oakland from the South.2 Black workers often resided in company-owned rooming houses,3 but 

also in the inexpensive housing that West Oakland offered.4 First recruited to work in California gold 

mines and then forced out in the 1870s, Chinese workers relocated to cities including Oakland5 and 

remained mostly segregated during the first half of the 20th Century.6 In the 1880s, Oakland Chinatown 

ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŘƻȊŜƴ ōƭƻŎƪǎ ǿƘŜƴ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{ΦΩ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 9ȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƭŀǿǎΣ 

and re-enforced forty years later by the Walter-McCarran Act. The concentration of the Chinese 

population in a small area of OaklaƴŘΩǎ Řƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ ǿŀǎ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όǳƴǘƛƭ 

мфптύΣ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ !ƭƛŜƴ [ŀƴŘ [ŀǿ όǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘŜŘ !ǎƛŀƴ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǿƴƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ƻǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǳƴǘƛƭ 

1949) and enforceable covenants against the Chinese (among others) that prevented them from living in 

other Oakland neighborhoods.7 Many Latinos have been in Oakland for generations, dating back to the 

original Spanish land grants, while others are more recent immigrants. Latinos have also been 

segregated, concentrated in the area southeast of Lake Merritt and the Fruitvale district.8  

The growth of the rail and shipping industries in Oakland, as well as the growth of manufacturing 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ƛƴ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ LL ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ Ƨƻō ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ōƭŀŎƪ 

communities. Motivated by better economic conditions, and escaping oppressive social conditions 

enforced by a legacy of racism and inequality, as well as Jim Crow policies in the South, led to the great 

                                                           
1 άwŀŎŜΣ {ǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ hŀƪƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ 
.ŀȅΣέ !Φ DƻƭǳōΣ aŀǊŎŀƴǘƻƴƛƻ ϧ {ŀƴŎƘŜȊΦΣ нлмоΣ Ǉ тлпΦ 
2 ά.ƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭΥ !ŦǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ wŜŦƻǊƳΣ ¦Ǌōŀƴ ¸ƻǳǘƘ ϧ ǘƘŜ tǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ IƛǇ-hop Culture@, Shawn A. Ginwright, 
2004, p. 96. 
3 ά¢ƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ aƛŘŘƭŜ /ƭŀǎǎΥ wŀŎŜΣ /ƭŀǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tƻǎǘ-/ƛǾƛƭ wƛƎƘǘǎ 9ǊŀέΣ 9ǊƛŎΦ {Φ .ǊƻǿƴΣ 
2013, p. 28. 
4 άCǊŜŜŘƻƳ North: Black Freedom Struggles Outside the South, 1940-мфулέΣ WΦ ¢ƘŜƻƘŀǊƛǎΣ YΦ ²ƻƻŘŀǊŘΣ нлмсΣ ǇΦ фрΦ 
5 ά[ŀƪŜ aŜǊǊƛǘǘ .!w¢ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ !ǊŜŀ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘΣέ !ǎƛŀƴ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦΣ нллфΣ Ǉ нΦ 
6 Web: http://oakland-chinatown.info/chinatown-history/  
7 ά[ŀƪŜ aŜǊǊƛǘǘ .!w¢ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ !ǊŜŀ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ wŜǇƻǊǘΣέ !ǎƛŀƴ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦΣ нллфΣ Ǉ нΦ 
8 Web: http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1009&context=studentawards  

 

http://oakland-chinatown.info/chinatown-history/
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1009&context=studentawards
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migration of black communities to places like Oakland,9 and particularly to West Oakland, where the 

black community had created a strong cultural and economic enclave.10 This financial stability led to a 

growing black presence in Oakland, which spawned a political and economic backlash in the form of 

restrictive covenants11. In the 1910s and 1920s, ordinances requiring segregated housing and mortgage 

red-lining began a period of lawful segregation in Oakland. Federal housing programs of the 1930s and 

1940s funded housing projects with restrictive covenants and occupancy criteria that maintained 

ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΦ ¦ƴǘƛƭ мфсоΣ ǘƘŜ hŀƪƭŀƴŘ ¢ǊƛōǳƴŜ Ǌŀƴ άǿƘƛǘŜ ƻƴƭȅέ ǊŜŀƭ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ 

listings.12  

Struggles over segregation in jobs and unions continued throughout the 1950s. The construction of 

BART and the freeways were set to provide the largest number of jobs in the area since the New Deal in 

the 1930s. Groups fought for quotas for minority workers, job training, union integration and funding for 

relocated households. BART eventually instituted an affirmative action hiring program in 1967.13  

¦Ǌōŀƴ ǊŜƴŜǿŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ άǿƘƛǘŜ ŦƭƛƎƘǘέ ŀ term used to describe white 

society fleeing to suburbs, where they excluded blacks from employment, housing, and educational 

opportunities. A common component of post-war urban renewal was transportation infrastructure such 

as highways and mass transit systems. East Bay freeways and BART, designed and constructed during 

this period, produced many of the typical aspects of neighborhood displacement and blight, with many 

of these impacts in black and Chinese neighborhoods. As the suburbs of southern Alameda County and 

neighboring Contra Costa County were able to leverage new transportation facilities with cheap land 

and expanding tax bases, white residents could secure housing in these places through federally 

subsidized mortgage loans while accessing employment opportunities in urban areas, using the federally 

subsidized highways and, eventually, the BART system.14   

The civil rights and environmental movements of the 1950s and 1960s altered the rules for urban 

planning and ended outright support for segregation.15 Oakland saw the growth of black youth activism 

beginning in 1965-1970. Young black activists helped establish anti-poverty centers (to support the 

federal War on Poverty), where local youth could seek job placement, legal assistance and other 

services. These centers helped establish a strong political infrastructure of small grassroots 

organizations. It was within this context that Bobby Seal and Huey Newton formed the Black Panther 

                                                           
9 ά¢ƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ aƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ όмфмр-мфслύέΣ .ƭŀŎƪtŀǎǘΦƻǊƎΦ 
10 ά.ƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭΥ !ŦǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ wŜŦƻǊƳΣ Urban Youth & the Promise of Hip-hop Culture@, Shawn A. Ginwright, 
2004, p. 37. 
11 Ibid, 37. 
12 άwŀŎŜΣ {ǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ hŀƪƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ 
.ŀȅΣέ !Φ DƻƭǳōΣ aŀǊŎŀƴǘƻƴƛƻ ϧ {ŀƴŎƘŜȊΦΣ нлмоΣ Ǉ тлс-707. 
13 άwŀŎŜΣ {ǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ LƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ hŀƪƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǎǘ 
.ŀȅΣέ !Φ DƻƭǳōΣ aŀǊŎŀƴǘƻƴƛƻ ϧ {ŀƴŎƘŜȊΦΣ нлмоΣ ǇΦ тлуΦ 
14 Ibid., 709-710. 
15 Ibid., 713. 
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Party for Self Defense as one of the various approaches that emerged nationally to advance the Civil 

Rights Movement.16   

.ȅ ǘƘŜ мфулǎΣ hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎŎŜƴŜ ƘŀŘ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōƭŀŎƪ ȅƻǳǘƘΦ !ǎ ŀ 

rŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ άǿƘƛǘŜ ŦƭƛƎƘǘέ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΣ ōƭŀŎƪ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜǿ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

for viable employment. Unemployment, poor investments in education and the concentration of 

poverty left the community exposed to the crack cocaine epidemic, which afflicted Oakland, as it did 

many parts of urban America. The streets got progressively more dangerous as crime rose in correlation 

with the influx of drugs to Oakland. This presence of violence in Oakland fostered a culture of isolation 

among youth, families and communities. The threat of violence slowly eroded the networks, 

communities and institutions that youth relied on traditionally. As far back as The War on Drugsτ

established in 1971 under the Nixon administration, targeting black communities that had been ravaged 

by a lack of employment opportunities and other community destabilizationτled to mass incarceration 

that took a toll in Oakland communities.17 Punitive policing practices also served to repress youth 

activism.18   

The housing market crash and foreclosure crisis of 2007-нлмм ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

history, forcing population shifts. The subprime mortgage market collapse in 2007 hit Oakland 

particularly hard with over 35,000 homes lost between 2007 and 2012. These foreclosures were 

ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ hŀƪƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭƻǿŜǊ-income flatlands neighborhoods that had been targeted by predatory 

lenders. Many of these families (predominantly people of color) moved to far-off suburbs requiring 

them to commute long distances to their jobs in the inner Bay Area.19 Investors (mostly from outside of 

Oakland) acquired almost half of foreclosed properties turning huge profits following the housing 

market recovery.20  

It is against this historical backdrop that we turn to evaluate contemporary racial disparities. Analysis 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ά{ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΣ ²ŜŀƪƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ¢ƘǊŜŀǘǎ ό{²h¢ύέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

equity team for the Downtown Oakland Specific Plan shows that significant disparities exist today in 

income, education, and health, among others. The SWOT report included data points to deepen the 

understanding of the Oakland community composition, racial disparities and needs, many of which have 

ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ tƻƭƛŎȅ [ƛƴƪΩǎ 9ǉǳƛǘȅ !ǘƭŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘes a 

comprehensive data resource to track, measure and make the case for inclusive growth. Additional data 

sources are also citied throughout the analysis below, which begins with an assessment of the 

demographic trends in downtown Oakland.  

 

                                                           
 
17 Web: http://uproxx.com/hiphop/snowfall-1980s-crack-epidemic/ 
18 ά.ƭŀŎƪ ¸ƻǳǘƘ wƛǎƛƴƎΥ !ŎǘƛǾƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ wŀŘƛŎŀƭ IŜŀƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ ¦Ǌōŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣέ {Φ DƛƴǿǊƛƎƘǘΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ пп-45. 
19 According to the Metropolitan Transportation Commission, commute times increased 9% from 2016 to 2015 and 
per-commuter congested delay increased by 64% since 2000 (web: http://www.vitalsigns.mtc.ca.gov/time-spent-
congestion). Additionally, real state resource webpage, Trulia, places Oakland as the 7th metro area with the 
longest commute times (web: https://www.trulia.com/blog/trends/renter-owner-commute).  
20 Web: https://www.kcet.org/shows/city-rising/understanding-rising-inequality-and-displacement-in-oakland  

http://uproxx.com/hiphop/snowfall-1980s-crack-epidemic/
http://www.vitalsigns.mtc.ca.gov/time-spent-congestion
http://www.vitalsigns.mtc.ca.gov/time-spent-congestion
https://www.trulia.com/blog/trends/renter-owner-commute
https://www.kcet.org/shows/city-rising/understanding-rising-inequality-and-displacement-in-oakland
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Figure 1. Greater Downtown Oakland 

 
Source: Oakland Planning Dept. 

Notes: Greater downtown Oakland for this report is described as census tracts 4013 (29.5%), 4026 (57.4%), 4027 (41.7%), 4028, 
4029, 4030, 4031, 4033, 4034, 9832. 

 
 

  




