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Some in Bayview fear the 'r' word

Redevelopment proposal spurs painful memories

Cecilia M. Vega, Chronicle Staff Writer

Tuesday, February 28, 2006

Patricia Wright is wary that the urban renewal upheaval o...
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Patricia Wright's girlhood home in San Francisco's Western Addition and most of the houses on her block were bulldozed in the 1960s by the Redevelopment Agency.

In the name of urban renewal, longtime residents -- mostly poor and African American -- were sent packing, and many never came back.

For Wright, who is now 52 and lives in the Bayview home to which she relocated as a child, the resentment still runs deep.

"I have no trust in them whatsoever," she said. "When I hear the words 'redevelopment' and 'urban renewal,' I think it really means urban removal."

Those painful memories have Wright and some others who live in the Bayview-Hunters Point area, a predominately black community situated on the city's southeastern edge, fearful that history could repeat itself.

They've come out in force against a Redevelopment Agency proposal to place about 1,300 acres -- more than half of the Bayview -- under its jurisdiction. The plan would create the largest redevelopment district in San Francisco history, and the agency promises to clean up blight, build affordable housing and stimulate business with the help of property tax dollars.

But while people like Wright are reluctant to trust an agency that they say betrayed them in the past, others look to the Redevelopment Agency to be the catalyst for improvements the Bayview desperately needs.

The area is plagued by crime and poverty, and abandoned buildings, crumbling facades and vacant lots are commonplace. But the neighborhood's main drag, Third Street, soon will be home to a new light-rail system linking the struggling community to the city's downtown, making the Bayview attractive to real estate investors and developers who have long ignored it.

"Change is coming to the neighborhood," said Michael Hamman, a general contractor who lives in the Bayview and sits on the agency-backed neighborhood advisory committee that has spent nearly a decade helping to draft the proposal. "It's not caused by redevelopment. That just gives the people in the neighborhood ... the power to control their own destiny."

Commissioners from the Redevelopment Agency and the city's Planning Department will hold a joint hearing Thursday on an environmental impact report for the proposal, and on March 7 the Redevelopment Agency commission is scheduled to vote on the plan itself. The Board of Supervisors has the final say.

If the plan is approved, Wright and others fear it would be a sanctioned vehicle to destroy homes and make room for a richer, whiter population.

"Five-dollar coffees and $20 mugs, that's all good," said Wright, who spends her days volunteering with community groups. "But when you come in ... and build all these things, where are we going to go?"

But to those backing the plan, the fears are based on misinformation.

Eminent domain, the powerful tool used by the Redevelopment Agency in the 1960s to seize people's homes, is strictly forbidden in residentially zoned areas under the plan for the Bayview. The agency would be allowed to seize commercial land, but only after a neighborhood advisory group for the agency weighs in with a recommendation, agency officials said.

Also, mowing down neighborhoods and rebuilding them is a practice that redevelopment officials say was traded in long ago for projects that have community support.

And according to the 50-page document that spells out the agency's proposal, one of the main goals for redevelopment in the neighborhood is to retain existing residents and cultural diversity.

Marcia Rosen, executive director of the Redevelopment Agency, said her office has worked with residents to ensure that their desires for the neighborhood are reflected in the plan.

"This form of redevelopment is light-years away from the top-down urban renewal that was federal policy back in the '60s," she said. "That kind of clean-slate philosophy that came with bulldozers is just not anything we're interested in or that we have done since then."

By declaring the Bayview a redevelopment project area, the agency can use a portion of future property tax revenues to pay for improvements and build new housing. As much as $178 million is projected to come back to the community during the next 45 years, and half of that money would be designated for affordable housing.

Under the plan, 3,500 new housing units would be built. It also would create a program to improve the facades of decaying buildings, refurbish historic structures, develop business retention programs, build plazas where farmers' markets and community events can take place, and create buffers between the environmentally hazardous industrial areas that now run up against residential areas.

Still, Willie Ratcliff wants nothing to do with it.

The 73-year-old publisher of the San Francisco Bay View newspaper says it boils down to a fight about gentrification and the fate of the city's declining African American population.

"Redevelopment is not coming to help us. They're coming out to support gentrification and the big developers," he said. "We're fighting to keep our community together and have some say about what happens to our people. ... We're tired of them pushing people of color around."

What happened decades ago in the Western Addition simply seems too recent for some, including longtime Bayview resident and activist Espanola Jackson, who recalled a vibrant area, then called the Fillmore District, filled with black-owned businesses.

"When we see the Redevelopment Agency coming, we always call it nigger removal," she said.

Even those who back redevelopment remain skeptical.

"I'm not saying the Redevelopment Agency is the best thing in the world," said Al Norman, a 59-year-old Bayview native who is a plumbing contractor and heads the Bayview Merchants Association. "But the capital that it will generate out here makes opportunities available for people."

But because the Bayview is poised for a boom, with or without the help of the Redevelopment Agency, residents have all the more reason to support the agency's presence in the Bayview, said Angelo King, who heads the agency-backed neighborhood advisory committee working on the plan.

"There are always inherent risks with change, but the truth of the matter is, change is coming anyway," said King, 29, who was raised in the Western Addition until prices got so high after its redevelopment that his family could no longer afford it. "We believe the Redevelopment Agency gives us an excellent opportunity to modify that change and have a voice."

To have your say

During a joint meeting, the San Francisco Planning Department and the Redevelopment Agency will hold a hearing on redevelopment plans for Bayview-Hunters Point at 6:30 p.m. Thursday at City Hall in the Board of Supervisors' legislative chambers.
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