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Interview #1: 05-07-2008 
Begin Audio File eloise_thornton_1_08-20-08.mp3 

01-00:00:37 
Rubens: Well, Elois Thornton, I'm so happy to be with you this morning. And we’re 

using a room in the Port of Oakland to talk about your role meeting with the 
West Oakland Community Action Group. And maybe prior to that we should 
just set the stage: tell me just a little bit about you. Why don’t we say what 
you do currently and then what job you came from?  

01-00:01:06 
Thornton: Okay. I’m a city planner. I have been a practicing city planner for the city of 

Oakland for about 24 years now. So I like this kind of work. And typically 
what I did before I was working on the Army Base project was long-range 
planning. And this is where we look at neighborhoods to see, are they 
developing in the way we want? Are the zoning and other controls working or 
not working, and if they aren’t, can we change the zoning so that we 
encourage the kind of uses that we’d like to see in the neighborhood and 
discourage those that don’t? And so I’ve had a lot of experience working with 
neighborhood organizations throughout Oakland, because every community 
has its own set of issues and concerns. Every community wants its 
neighborhood to be developed a certain way, and so I’ve had some experience 
before in terms of trying to translate what they want into land-use control, so 
that when a developer comes in, he or she knows what the expectation is.  

01-00:02:01 
Rubens: Were you attached to any particular district, or any kind of long-range 

planning?  

01-00:02:09 
Thornton: No. The way we were structured, at least at that time, it was city-wide. And so 

I could work in the West Oakland district and North Oakland and the 
Elmhurst District, and the Oakland Hills. It’s essentially wherever there was a 
land-use issue, and where the neighborhood had said “We don’t like the way 
things are developing, and we want some changes.”  

01-00:02:25 
Rubens: You’ve seen a lot of change.  

01-00:02:28 
Thornton: Oh, yes. Yes.  

01-00:02:29 
Rubens: Where were you raised?  

01-00:02:31 
Thornton: I was raised in Los Angeles. I was born and raised in the Watts-South Central 

area. I was there during the 1965 revolt. And I didn’t know it at the time. I 
was, like, five years old at the time, so I’m kind of putting my age out here. 
That actually kind of shaped me into being a planner, because I kind of saw 
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around me, literally, my neighborhood burning, and a lot of dilapidated 
buildings, and just a lot of very unattractive and social ills. And so I grew up 
thinking that I wanted to do something to change that. And so once I 
graduated from high school I went to college and I went to Berkeley and 
majored in architecture, because at that time I thought architecture was the 
way to make the changes. And I still think that was partly the case, but just in 
the course of going through college, I learned about this discipline called city 
planning. And that’s essentially where the laws and the rules are kind of laid 
down, you know—this area’s going to be residential, this is where you put 
industrial. And then the architect comes in and designs it. And so I realized 
that I wanted to be more on the ground-floor level in terms of making 
decisions that then manifest themselves in the physical environment. So I got 
my master’s degree in city planning.  

01-00:03:51 
Rubens: And then began working in the City of Oakland?  

01-00::03:53 
Thornton: And then began working in the City of Oakland. Yes. I graduated from 

college, and the Master’s was in ’84. 

01-00:03:59 
Rubens: So by the end of that year you were working for Oakland?  

01-00:04:04 
Thornton: It was actually a few months. I graduated in May or June of about 1984, and 

then in August of ’84 I had gotten a job with the City of Oakland.  

01-00:04:14 
Rubens: How is it that you were assigned in under—in what auspices to work with the 

West Oakland Community Action group specifically about the Oakland Army 
Base? And maybe you had had more dealings with the Army Base prior to 
that.  

01-00:04:28 
Thornton: Not with the Army Base, but with another military property. The very first 

military base that closed in Oakland was the old FISCO site. It was called the 
Fleet and Industrial Supply Center, Oakland. 

 The FISCO was is a Navy site, and the Port of Oakland had been leasing that 
for many, many years, and so when it closed, that property went directly to the 
Port. So there was not a land-use process—a planning process involved in 
that. The second base in Oakland to close was the Oak Knoll Naval Medical 
Center, in the South Oakland Hills. Again, I did rezoning studies, and I was 
called in to work with the Oakland Base Reuse Authority which was a 
separate department assigned to handle the military bases, to handle the 
zoning issues. Look at what the area was like and make recommendations in 
terms of how it should be developed once that base was conveyed to the city. 
And that was in 1993 or so. It was a very long process. Well, by 1995, the 
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third base, Oakland Army Base, was put on the closure list and looked like it 
was heading our way. And since I had had some military base reuse 
experience through Oak Knoll, I was assigned to work with the Army Base—
again, working with the OBRA on the Army Base.  

 At that time I was still not OBRA staff. I was part of the planning department. 
Sort of on loan to OBRA. 

01-00:05:55 
Rubens: I see.  

01-00:05:56 
Thornton: And again, with the experience that I had working with community groups, I 

was assigned to work with the OBRA staff in their community outreach 
project.  

01-00:06:04 
Rubens: Who was the head of OBRA at that time?  

01-00:06:05 
Thornton: At that time it was Paul Nahm. And then my department went through a series 

of different organizations, and essentially, they allowed me to transfer from 
the planning department directly to OBRA to work with OBRA on a full-time 
basis, because at the time, I was heavily involved it and with other 
neighborhoods that I had been working with before.  

And so I was working at that time with another planner that they had on 
board—his name was Mel Blair. And Mel was a great person. Really 
wonderful personality, very well-respected, good rapport with the community. 
And I was working with him. Mel unfortunately became ill. And as he had to 
take more and more time off of work to tend to personal matters, I assumed 
more and more of his responsibilities, until it got to the point where he left the 
city and I became full-time, working in his capacity.  

01-00:07:00 
Rubens: And what was the title of that?  

01-00:07:02 
Thornton: I was a senior planner. Still a senior planner. My title—nothing really 

changed, but when I was in the planning department I just worked with a 
different department, that’s all.  

01-00:07:10 
Rubens: OBRA was effectively a city entity?  

01-00:07:13 
Thornton: Well, yes. A city entity, but separate from all the departments at first.  

01-00:07:20 
Rubens: Because it had federal funding.  
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01-00:07:23 
Thornton: Federal funding and a very distinct charge. It was brought or created 

essentially to address the military base closures. That was it. Unlike other 
departments that had been with the city for decades. And when the army base 
or military closures cease, then OBRA would cease. So it had a very specific 
purpose. And so originally it was a part of the city, but separate from all the 
other departments. And in the, I'd say, late 1990s, early 2000—again through 
the city reorganizations—it came under the umbrella of the city department: 
the Community and Economic Development Agency, or CEDA. And so—still 
a very distinct purpose.  

01-00:08:00 
Rubens: While you were still in that position?  

01-00:08:02 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:08:03 
Rubens: Okay.  

01-00:08:04 
Thornton: So we can sort of back under the umbrella of a specific department, as 

opposed to working independently of the departments before.  

01-00:08:10 
Rubens: Does that bear on the story right now, saying why that administrative change 

took place?  

01-00:08:20 
Thornton: I think it was because at that time, in the first part of the Army Base reuse 

planning process, the big issue was how to get the bases conveyed from either 
the Navy or the Army to what facility. And, you know, work through the 
terms of it—what we’ve paid, what we’ve been charged, what would be the 
conditions, when it would happen. In the latter phases of the Army Base or 
military base process, the focus really shifted to not just, you know, “how do 
we get it conveyed?”, but “once we get it conveyed, what do we do? Who’s 
going to make the decision in terms of how it develops?” And the Oakland 
Redevelopment Agency is the development arm for the City of Oakland, and 
so it made sense then to kind of pull (OBRA) it into a department that was 
more closely linked to the Oakland Redevelopment Agency. And so within 
CEDA, the Community and Economic Development Agency, you have the 
Redevelopment Unit, Economic Development Unit, City Planning, Building, 
Real Estate, Housing—essentially, every department that would touch on 
building under one super-agency, the CEDA agency.  

01-00:09:21 
Rubens: That makes great sense. That happened in the late ‘90s.  

01-00:09:24 
Thornton: Either late ‘90s or early 2000s.  
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01-00:09:27 
Rubens: Okay, we can find that date. How is it that you came to work directly with the 

community?  

01-00:09:35 
Thornton: Well, again, that’s the shift—sort of the priority of interest shifted from “how 

do you get it conveyed?” to “what do you do once it belongs to you—to the 
City of Oakland, or the redevelopment agency?” We wanted to have a 
community process, and also BRAC law required a community process, so 
that decisions wouldn’t be made in a vacuum. And so the West Oakland 
community advisory group was really created specifically for the purposes of 
the army base. It didn’t exist when the Oak Knoll Navy Base was under new 
consideration.  

 And so, since the BRAC law required a community process and the City of 
Oakland was interested in this, WOCAG was set up. And principally my role 
was to help them to identify different future uses for the Army Base, and then 
translate those into land-use policy.  

01-00:10:31 
Rubens: So now, that’s what I'd like to unpack. I think this is ’96 when WOCAG was 

set up.  

01-00:10:36 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:10:40 
Rubens: And I’ve had a couple of interviews with George Bolton and with Monsa 

Nitoto, who were basically co-chairs—  

01-00:10:51 
Thornton: Right.  

01-00:10:53 
Rubens: —when the organization was formed. They have a little bit different stories 

about how they came to bat. I don’t get the most sequential picture of what 
they did. I know that they came up with a report. They had the report, and I 
still haven’t been able to get a copy of it. I’m sure at some point I will. But 
they described it. And so at what point in the process are you there? Did you 
go to that original meeting? I don’t know, there were a hundred and...?  

01-00:11:21 
Thornton: Maybe not the first meeting, but definitely in the first few meetings. And 

WOCAG was a very large group. I think it had over a hundred members.  

01-00:11:30 
Rubens: At one point someone says 160, but...  
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01-00:11:34 
Thornton: Yes, that’s sounding about right. And what WOCAG did, which made a 

whole lot of sense, is—you can’t have 160 people around the table. They 
created different subcommittees. And one subcommittee, for example, would 
work on economic development or employment issues as it related to the army 
base. Another could maybe would work on the homeless assistance 
accommodation, because that was another requirement due Frank Law. You 
had other committees that worked on, maybe, land-use issues. Transportation. 
I don’t remember all the different subcommittees, but— 

01-00:12:07 
Rubens: Sure. Environmental cleanup was another one.  

01-00:12:08 
Thornton: Yes. And so each committee would meet independently, you know, have their 

own meeting schedule, and come up with recommendations as to how their 
particular piece would fit into this sort of overall Army Base process. And I 
would sit in on the land-use committees, and other staff would sit in on the 
other committees, depending on what their expertise was. And then each 
committee would meet independently, but then on a monthly basis would join 
all of, let’s say, 160 individuals as a group, and report on what their 
recommendations were. And then the whole group would then get to weigh in 
on whether those recommendations were something that the WOCAG as a 
body wanted to carry forth to the OBRA governing body. The organizational 
structure is that you had WOCAG, but WOCAG is an advisory body. They 
report to the Oakland Base Reuse Authority governing body, which consisted 
at that time of members from the Open Redevelopment Agency and other 
entities. At that time Congressman Dellums had a representative on the board, 
and there were— 

01-00:13:08 
Rubens: Was that Roberta Brooks?  

01-00:13:13 
Thornton: Roberta Brooks, and then sometimes Sandre Swanson. They would sometimes 

alternate. And so the WOCAG recommendations were coming before the 
entire OBRA governing body, and then the governing body would decide 
what it would actually translate into a document. And so I think that’s what 
the WOCAG members were talking about when they said they had prepared 
various reports—maybe it’s not just one report. 

 And so I’ve worked with either the subcommittee or the entire group as 
appropriate. Now, this is a very long process. As you mentioned before, 
WOCAG was started in 1996, ’95— 

01-00:13:47 
Rubens: ’96, I think.  
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01-00:13:48 
Thornton: And as you can imagine, because people—it’s a volunteer board, people have 

other interests, and certainly other responsibilities. And so attendance began to 
wane. And towards the latter part of the 1990s, I know it was down 
significantly from the 160 folks. And then as we progress further, to, I guess, 
2006, when the Army Base was eventually conveyed from the OBRA to the 
Redevelopment Agency—they’re a small group, maybe about 20, 30 people. 

01-00:14:19 
Rubens: That many still, though?  

01-00:14:20 
Thornton: Yes. And many of the people that you mentioned were there: Mrs. Ellen 

Wyrick-Parkinson, George Bolton, Monsa Nitoto, Queen Thurston—a lot of 
them were there from the very beginning. Richard Neveln was another 
individual who was involved. Anna Maria Hardenstein was involved too.  

 And so over the years, I guess, as the base became kind of a real project—as 
we came—got closer and closer to closing and the idea of “what do you do 
with it?” began to really surface and become a priority. You had more people 
coming in and out of the group. So we did have some new members within 
WOCAG, but we also had that sort of steady contingent that had been there 
from the beginning. And then also, the city itself had changed. New council 
members, new Redevelopment Agency members, new department heads, new 
staff. And so it was a very long process to where we are now. So many of the 
WOCAG ideas, while they started off in the beginning—some of them are 
still with us and made it to implementation, but others did not, just because of 
the changes in the dynamics of the people who were involved.  

01-00:15:33 
Rubens: Can you speak a little—back to the early days. When did you literally meet? 

Were they day meetings?  

01-00:15:38 
Thornton: Yes. Oh, well, evening meetings too. At least, the large meetings were in the 

evenings. The subcommittees might have met during the day if it was 
convenient for that subcommittee. And we met at the West Oakland Senior 
Center. Some of the very first meetings, though, because it was such a large 
group, were held at a church in West Oakland.  

01-00:15:54 
Rubens: Yeas, the Taylor...  

01-00:15:56 
Thornton: Taylor Memorial?  

01-00:15:57 
Rubens: Yes. I think so.  
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01-00:15:58 
Thornton: Yes. As the group got a little smaller, then we would meet at the West 

Oakland Senior Center.  

01-00:16:02 
Rubens: And apparently some of the meetings sometimes were at the library?  

01-00:16:07 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:16:08 
Rubens: Did you ever meet on the Oakland Army Base?  

01-00:16:08 
Thornton: I don’t think so. No. And definitely not as a full group.  

01-00:16:15 
Rubens: And then your role, literally.  I mean, you said most of your meetings were 

with the land-use subcommittee.  

01-00:16:21 
Thornton: And then eventually with the larger groups. For example, either the 

subcommittee—or then it would transfer to the larger group—would identify a 
range of uses that they wanted to have on the base. And then I would be able 
to make a note of those, and then run those by various city departments. 
Where necessary, we would have group meetings, with city staff and the 
community around the table, and we would discuss is this the route that we 
want to take? If we use this particular use, what do we gain, what do we lose? 
If we use this? Sort of a discussion, and back and forth. And then ultimately, 
the ideas resulted in being implemented in the—or rather, it codified in the 
Final Reuse Plan that we adopted for the base.  

01-00:17:06 
Rubens: And that’s what it was called, the Final Reuse Plan?  

01-00:17:08 
Thornton: Yes  

01-00:17:09 
Rubens: And that was an absorption of WOCAG’s ideas into, also...  

01-00:17:13 
Thornton: As well as the city. Now, at that time, a lot of the community ideas didn’t 

make it to the final plan. Some did, but some did not. For example, there were 
a lot of members, because of the position of the Oakland Army Base itself—
it’s right on the edge of West Oakland, close to the Port of Oakland. 
Depending on your vantage point and your perspective, if you passed by it, if 
you’re coming from San Francisco on the Bay Bridge coming into Oakland, 
you might think it was Port property. Because it looks like Port property. It 
had the big warehouses and rail lines. And so there was some group that 
believed that the Army Base, either all or a portion of it, should just go to the 
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Port. Give it to the Port and let them develop it. Put rail lines in to help 
support their maritime activities.  

 There were other groups who, again, because the position of the base was seen 
as an extension of West Oakland, and would say, “Well, the base should serve 
to protect and benefit West Oakland.”  And that sort of manifested itself in 
uses that were very unattractive or causing problems in West Oakland should 
be relocated to the Army Base. An example of that would be some of the 
trucking uses or industrial uses that were close to residential developments in 
West Oakland. They create noise, traffic, safety problems, sometimes 
appearance problems. And the idea was to relocate those to the auto base so 
that West Oakland could develop in ways that would benefit the rest of the  
community and still would pertain to businesses in West Oakland. 

01-00:18:41 
Rubens: You would have jobs akin to the neighborhood? And recycling, I think, was 

another concern.  

01-00:18:50 
Thornton: Yes. But then there was also the perspective that the Army Base is a regional 

asset for the entire City of Oakland, so we need to look broader and look at 
what uses would benefit the city as a whole, not necessarily West Oakland. So 
you had all these various competing interests. And so sometimes, some of the 
issues and concerns that the community wanted to see on the base didn’t make 
its way into the final package. And I started with one example of that: there 
was a building on the Army Base called Building One. It was the 
administration building. If you served in any war effort from World War II, 
when the Army Base was first developed, through Desert Storm—I think 
that’s probably the last place where you were processed through there. And 
depending on your age, you either had relatives who went through the Army 
Base before they were shipped off to Europe or other parts of the world, or 
you may have served yourselves. I think Mr. Bolton is a Vietnam War 
veteran, I believe. He may be. Don’t quote me on that one, though. But we do 
have people who had direct experiences, so there was a lot of community 
attachment to Building One in particular. We wanted to save it and have it be 
reused to house a nonprofit organization. Something that can have benefit to 
the community. That didn’t manifest itself into the Final Reuse Plan, because 
there had been some environmental contamination problems. And, as I said, 
the land-use process is going on a parallel track as the conveyance in the 
negotiations. And as well as the environmental evaluation, what condition is 
the base itself? Fortunately, Oakland Army Base was a lot cleaner than some 
other bases because the Army never produced materials there. They shipped 
people, but they didn’t make weapons, so you didn’t have a lot of 
contamination. But Building One did have some contamination underneath it. 
And periodically it would really seep out of the ground. They’d clean it up on 
a sort of a surface level, and then after awhile, they would come back again. 
And so the Army, through the negotiation process, decided to take down 
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Building One before they conveyed the property into the city. And so that was 
a lost opportunity from the community perspective, because they really 
wanted to retain that building.  

01-00:21:07 
Rubens: That was the Army’s decision.?  

01-00:21:08 
Thornton: Yes. Based on environmental contamination and health issues.  

01-00:21:12 
Rubens: They didn’t want to leave it that way.  

01-00:21:14 
Thornton: Right. Right. Now, there are some other contamination issues that were still 

allowed to be conveyed to us; these were considered relatively minor. And in 
that case the Army, basically working with the City, agreed on some type of 
price, and what it would cost to bring the Base up to a certain level of cleanup. 
And gave that money to OBRA, which then gave it to the Redevelopment 
Agency, and then the OBRA/Redevelopment Agency assumed responsibility 
for the cleanup. But Building One was one where the Army wanted to get 
back to the matter or addressed the property immediately.  

 So the retention of Building One is one issue, where the community’s needs 
weren’t reflected in the final plan—because by the time we did the final plan, 
the building was gone.  

01-00:21:55 
Rubens: Right. I understand. So what I was never clear about is that I thought the West 

Oakland group came up with their plan.  

01-00:22:01 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:22:05 
Rubens: Is that right?  

01-00:22:05 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:22:06 
Rubens: And they made a presentation to OBRA?  

01-00:22:08 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:22:09 
Rubens: And then it was to some extent incorporated and in other ways not.  

01-00:22:12 
Thornton: Right.  
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01-00:22:14 
Rubens: All right. It was a two-stage process.  

01-00:22:16 
Thornton: Multi-stage process. Yes. [laughter] 

01-00:22:18 
Rubens: I was going to ask about Plan One. I understand what was one hang-up. I 

didn’t understand about the building. But just even going through that first 
step, how long, about, was that time? Do you know what the time frame may 
have been?  

01-00:22:32 
Thornton: This would be from 1996 to the first—we called it a draft Final Reuse Plan. 

And that was adopted by OBRA in 1998.  

01-00:22:40 
Rubens: I see. So a two-year plan. And you were going to meetings monthly for 

WOCAG—  

01-00:22:45 
Thornton: Yes. Definitely monthly meetings for the whole WOCAG, and then the 

subcommittees would meet on their own schedule. But you are right. We had 
community folks who were there religiously, at all the different meetings. It’s 
amazingly impressive just how committed they were to the process.  

01-00:23:06 
Rubens: And I’m sure we can get a hold of this first document. 

01-00:23:14 
Thornton: It’s probably in my files. We got through different sort of physical changes, 

too, in terms of where we’d need to house materials. And so I’m sure I could, 
you know— 

01-00:23:23 
Rubens: At some point. Good. All right. We’re not in a hurry for that.  

01-00:23:24 
Thornton: But something else happened. In 1998, again, we did the draft Final Reuse 

Plan. And the reason it was called a draft Final—I know it’s kind of a 
conflicting term—is we couldn’t call it a final reuse plan, because in 
California we have CEQA—the California Environmental Quality Act. And it 
essentially says that before you take formal action on a project, you have to do 
an environmental evaluation to see what would be the environmental impacts 
if you were to pursue this course of action. And for that type of plan, we 
needed an Environmental Impact Report—an EIR. And so we had not 
completed the EIR process, we could not formally adopt the plan. That’s the 
reuse plan. That’s why I was calling it a draft final reuse plan. It was enough 
to at least say “this is the official land-use perspective that we want to achieve. 
But not final yet, until you’ve looked at the environmental impacts and made 
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whatever changes as necessary.” And I mention this because at the same time 
we were doing the EIR, the Army, being a federal agency, had to go through 
NEPA—the National Environmental Policy Act—and they had to clear the 
EIS, the Environmental Impact Statement. Pretty similar documents; they’re 
just done for different levels. Whenever there’s federal issues involved, it’s an 
EIS. The federal action was to convey the base to OBRA. And so you had to 
analyze, what are the environmental impacts associated with doing that? For 
what purpose? And then at the city level, we had to look at, once it’s 
conveyed and we develop it, what are the environmental effects of receiving 
and developing the base?  

01-00:24:57 
Rubens: So there’s going to be some overlap but is this in a certain sense a fail-safe? I 

don’t mean that, but a way of monitoring it?  

01-00:25:05 
Thornton: Yes, yes.  

01-00:25:06 
Rubens: Getting two different perspectives?  

01-00:25:08 
Thornton: Yes. As we were preparing our EIR, and the Army was preparing their EIS. 

As part of both the EIR and the EIS process, there’s a public review process. 
You have to disseminate your document for a 45-day period to various public 
agencies and interested parties. And so when the Army conveyed or 
distributed its EIS to various agencies, there was a regional body called the 
San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission, or BCDC, 
which has jurisdiction over the waterfront—the Bay Area—and lands that are 
along the Bay. And essentially, they monitor to make sure the people who are 
developing property along the Bay don’t do so in a way that hurts the Bay in 
some kind of way—has no adverse impact. And so BCDC had plans that 
dated back to the seventies that said that should the Army base ever cease to 
operate and there was no longer a need for a base there, that that entire 
property should be designated as Port priority use. And as you can imagine 
from the title Port-related activities. And so the draft Final Reuse Plan, at that 
time, had a portion of the base going to the Port and another portion of the 
base going to the Redevelopment Agency for different types of development. 
Yet BCDC’s plans said the entire Army base property needed to be Port 
priority use.  

 So there was this conflict. And so we had to work through the conflict with 
the Port and with the community and with BCDC. And essentially, we were 
able to essentially swap areas.  

01-00:26:46 
Rubens: I’ve never quite understood this. Okay.  
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01-00:26:49 
Thornton: Yes. Swap areas so that if the Port developed the area on the east of the 

maritime area—east of Maritime Street—it could meet its goal for port—
through-put.  

01-00:27:03 
Rubens: And that’s exactly the phrase I wanted—what is through-put? What does that 

phrase mean?  

01-00:27:08 
Thornton: Okay. Actually, it might be better to get a Port person to explain this.  

01-00:27:12 
Rubens: Sure. Jim McGrath talks about this too. 

01-00:27:13 
Thornton: But the lay person’s understanding is that the Port is responsible for—when it 

receives cargo for different ships, to be able to transport it to certain entities. 
The ships, goods that are going to come in from the large ships and then go 
out. And so they have a certain sort of ratio or capacity that they need to be 
able to move goods. And so at that time, back in the ‘70s, it was the 
understanding that the Port needed a lot of land in order to meet that capacity 
level. But since time has moved forward, and there’s been efficiencies and 
new technologies, by the 1990s, again with our discussions with the Port is 
that, “We don’t need all of the Army base in order to meet our through-put 
capacity. We could use this portion here in combination with the properties 
that we already have and would be able to meet the standard that we had then 
met.” 

01-00:29:06 
Rubens: That was that shift in land.  

01-00:28:03 
Thornton: Yes. 

01-00:28:07 
Rubens: That’s what allowed you to do that.  

01-00:28:08 
Thornton: Yes. And so we shifted the land to say that the Port of Oakland should 

develop the areas east of Maritime Street. And what that did, to tie that back 
to the community process, is that at that time the WOCAG plan had assumed 
that the city would get the area east of Maritime, and the WOCAG plan had 
intended for a lot of the non-profit organizations to develop on that portion. 
And so when we swapped, we had a whole different geography, and buildings 
that were available on the East Side weren’t on the West Side, and so a lot of 
the uses that they would like to see, which could have been housed if we had 
stayed with the original plan, no longer were feasible.  
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01-00:28:43 
Rubens: Why did BCDC have an preemptory role? How is it that they...?  

01-00:28:50 
Thornton: They commented through the EIS process. They said that, this plan that the 

EIS is analyzing conflicts with our Bay and Seaport plans.  

01-00:29:00 
Rubens: Okay. And so that had priority.  

01-00:29:02 
Thornton: Yes. Yes, yes. And so the Army had to resolve that. And so essentially, the 

environmental evaluations stopped. We stopped with our EIR, stopped with 
the Army base—part of the Army stopped with their EIS, and began to work 
through, okay, so what is going to be the land-use scenario, given that we 
have this conflict? And the aftermath of that was that we swapped areas. And 
then resumed in our environmental processes. It was called a new plan, but 
that meant that a lot of the community’s concerns couldn’t be met given that 
we had switched geography.  

01-00:29:34 
Rubens: So maybe fast-forward and then just come back to a few details—how long, 

then, did it take to come up with a new use plan?  

01-00:29:44 
Thornton: From 1999, 2000, I think, is when things began to hit with the EIS. And so 

around 2001, roughly 2001, is when we began to regroup and redefine what 
the base-reuse plan was going to be. And then it must have ended around 
2002, because at that time, we were able to complete our EIR and the Army 
had completed its EIS.  

01-00:30:10 
Rubens: And are you still meeting with WOCAG?  

01-00:30:13 
Thornton: Yes. I’m still working through issues with them where we can’t use this 

building for this use, which we had talked about a few years ago, because now 
we’re going to be on this side of the base, and this building is not here. And 
here’s the geography, and some of the issues that are involved now that we’re 
in a new geographic area. And then, since we moved from the east to the west 
side, we’re closer to the water—not so much putting industrial uses there 
since now that you’re on the water on the Bay you’re kind of the window to 
West Oakland, but to put different uses that may be a little more attractive 
there.  

01-00:30:45 
Rubens: Destination places, or commercial, or...?  
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01-00:30:47 
Thornton: Yes. Retail, hotel had come up; park, public open space. And so all these uses 

began to eat away the acreage that you really had, and so you can’t address 
everybody’s needs on one particular piece of the parcel. And so in 2002, we 
adopted what’s called the Final Reuse Plan, because we had finished the EIR, 
we were aware of what the environmental issues were, we resolved all the 
issues with BCDC, the Port was happy with the portion it was going to get, 
the Agency was happy with the proportion it was going to get. So we finalized 
a reuse plan. And to give you the sense of sort of the dynamics, in terms of 
different people wanting different things, the Oakland Redevelopment Agency 
was much more involved because it was getting closer to conveyance at that 
time. And they began to exercise a little more influence since they were going 
to be the ultimate property owners. Because we had, by that time, worked 
through issues of conveyance, we knew it was coming, we knew the terms, 
and so forth.  

 And there were meetings, public hearings before the City Planning 
Commission, before the Oakland Redevelopment Agency, with WOCAG. 
Everyone’s talking about what to do with the Army base. And so what was 
ultimately identified was a land-use scenario called the Flexible Alternative. 
And that was essentially a menu of uses, from warehouse, distribution, light 
industrial, research and development, office, retail, hotel—essentially trying to 
capture all the different interests. The Redevelopment Agency said, essentially 
it’ll be as many of uses that are within an acceptable envelope of uses. And 
then at the time we were officially ready to develop, we looked at what the 
market would bear, and then decided amongst those uses which one would 
predominate. But I mention that because just the fact that you have those six 
or seven uses that I identified, that gives you the range of all the different 
interests that we’re now kind of weighing in on the Army base.  

01-00:32:41 
Rubens: And who came up with that term—the Flexible Alternative?  

01-00:32:45 
Thornton: Flexible Alternative? It was the Oakland Redevelopment Agency’s.  

01-00:32:46 
Rubens: It’s a good term.  

01-00:32:50 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:32:52 
Rubens: I love the concept menu and envelope. You visually have given me a sense of 

the process that I didn’t quite have before. And then within that, then, were all 
those variety of uses.  
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01-00:33:01 
Thornton: Some of the uses had carried over from the early reuse planning process so 

that still stayed in place. But the locations where a lot of nonprofits kind of 
fell by the wayside. But where you see the agency and the base taking on 
more of a regional, larger perspective is in the interest in retail. The 
destination of retail, as you mentioned. The hotel that was mentioned.  

01-00:33:25 
Rubens: Was an auto park at some point...?  

01-00:33:26 
Thornton: That came later.  

01-00:33:26 
Rubens: So you now have this—the Flexible Alternative.  

01-00:33:31 
Thornton: And so we were in 2002.  

01-00:33:33 
Rubens: Okay. And that is basically the Final Reuse Plan?  

01-00:33:38 
Thornton: Yes. And what came out of the negotiations was that the Army base would be 

conveyed from the Department of the Army to the OBRA in August of 2003. 
And then the OBRA would assume responsibility for removing the kind of 
land-use regulatory restrictions and starting the environment remediation 
process. Essentially, over a three-year period, deliver the property to the 
Redevelopment Agency as free of encumbrances as possible.  

01-00:34:10 
Rubens: Because you had that target data 2006?  

01-00:34:12 
Thornton: Yes. 2006. It was negotiated with the OBRA and the Redevelopment Agency. 

And so in 2002 we finished our environmental documents, we had the Final 
Reuse Plan, and we were just working with different agencies to try to remove 
the regulatory restrictions. Tidelands Trust was one restriction on the base, 
and since the Tidelands Trust limited certain portions of the base to certain 
uses, and wanted to remove that trust designation so that we could have the 
envelope uses that we had originally planned. So we were doing that, we were 
starting cleanup activities, meeting with WOCAG; we were pursing other 
entities coming into the Army base over this three-year period. And working 
towards August of 2006 to transfer the base from the OBRA to the 
Redevelopment Agency and the Agency would take over, get the developers’ 
support. 

 In that time frame, the Agency—as we get closer to 2006, looking again at 
issues that are happening across the city—it comes to their attention that a lot 
of the auto dealers who are on Broadway in the city of Oakland were tenants 
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that didn’t own their property, and a lot of their leases were coming due. And 
tax revenues, sales tax revenue from auto sales, is very significant in terms of 
the Oakland budget. We definitely want to keep those businesses here. And 
then over the course of time, a lot of businesses, their corporate offices would 
have laid down standards saying they couldn’t be more than x miles from 
another dealership. And so when you begin to map that out, the Oakland army 
auto base became one of the few sides that you could relocate these auto uses 
so that they would not conflict with other adjacent auto dealers.  

 Plus, it was quite a bit of land available, for them. You could package them, 
make it into an auto mall. So the agency began to reevaluate what would 
happen if it were to develop an auto mall on the base. Now, again, the Flexible 
Alternative had a lot of different uses, but auto mall wasn’t one of the ones 
that we had thought about, and if you were to introduce auto mall, that means 
something has to come out. So we’re in that process now of really trying to 
determine, from the Redevelopment Agency’s perspective, what to do with 
the base. And auto mall is something that the agency is still looking at, since 
that time. I guess since 2006—2005, 2006, to the present.  

 And so the base has now been conveyed to the Redevelopment Agency. It is 
the official property owner, and it has Redevelopment Agency staff now 
assuming the responsibility that OBRA staff used to do, because again, 
OBRA’s charge was to negotiate with the Army, get conveyance to the base, 
work through any regulatory requirements that we need to, and then transfer 
the base over. And so in August of 2006, when we met that charge, OBRA 
dissolved.  

01-00:36:53 
Rubens: I see. And then, also, WOCAG effectively dissolved?  

01-00:37:00 
Thornton: Well, not quite. WOCAG is still here.  

01-00:37:05 
Rubens: It then was reattached or reconstructed—  

01-00:37:06 
Thornton: —to the other agency, yes. It became an advisory committee to the 

Redevelopment Agency.  

01-00:37:10 
Rubens: And CEDA being a unit within the Redevelopment Agency?  

01-00:37:14 
Thornton: CEDA is a city department. And I mentioned the different departments that 

comprise CEDA—it’s like a super-agency. The Oakland Redevelopment 
Agency is the government body of the city. These are our elective officials.  
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01-00:37:28 
Rubens: Right.  

01-00:37:28 
Thornton: Whereas CEDA staff, we’re civil service.  

01-00:37:30 
Rubens:  That’s right. So I thought basically that WOCAG reports to CEDA.  

01-00:37:37 
Thornton: Through CEDA, and then CEDA reports to the Redevelopment Agency.  

01-00:37:38 
Rubens: Now I understand it. So one thing that showed up in some minutes of theirs is 

that they had been given money—I don’t know how much money, but 
WOCAG did have a certain amount of money to produce documents and to 
use Xeroxes and to serve doughnuts and coffee at some meetings. 

01-00:37:58 
Thornton: To run meetings, if we had room rental fees.  

01-00:38:02 
Rubens: And then that came to an end in ’06, didn’t it?  

01-00:38:06 
Thornton: Well, we still supported them. It may not have been through a WOCAG 

budget; it would have been through a CEDA. Because WOCAG is still 
meeting. And I’m not with the base project anymore; I’ve shifted back to the 
planning department once OBRA dissolved. So again, there’s redevelopment 
staff—city staff who work for the redevelopment unit who are now assuming 
those responsibilities. But my understanding is that WOCAG is still 
meeting— 

01-00:38:28 
Rubens: Yes.  

01-00:38:28 
Thornton: —and they still meet at the West Oakland Senior Center. It’s just that the 

redevelopment staff has identified a budget to cover their meeting costs 
expenses, etc.  

01-00:38:41 
Rubens: You’re just amazingly articulate about. I want to do two things: I actually 

want to look at the map, but we can turn off the video when we do that. I’m 
wondering if you could tell me just a little specifically about, now, what some 
of the plans were that you thought—besides, you know, in the general sense 
of transferring difficult issues that were in the community, or providing jobs. 
Can you just tell me, was there debate within that group—  

01-00:39:20 
Thornton: Oh, definitely. 
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01-00:39:21 
Rubens: —and did you find yourself really trying to steer that group in a certain way?  

01-00:39:24 
Thornton: I really tried to facilitate. There definitely was debate. There was debate 

amongst WOCAG members, and amongst city staff and elected officials.  

01-00:39:34 
Rubens: I didn’t want you to feel compromised. You know, we can edit this, or you 

can ask this to be sealed.  

01-00:39:40 
Thornton: No, there was definitely debate—you’d know that by attending some of the 

meetings. Because different people have different perspectives. And when you 
bring them all as a group... And WOCAG members were never identified to 
reflect a certain perspective. It was a very broad perspective 

01-00:39:54 
Rubens: Really.  

01-00:39:58 
Thornton: That’s why you had 160 people. And they represented different interest 

groups, different backgrounds. So naturally you were going to have different 
opinions within WOCAG. And even within the city sometimes you have 
different opinions as to what should happen. So it was truly a discussion—a 
debate. There wasn’t really one different group or interest that kind of stood 
out consistently.  

01-00:40:20 
Rubens: Do you think there were any specific roadblocks that, in retrospect, you wish 

things had been done differently?  

01-00:40:33 
Thornton: Let’s see, roadblocks. Well, there were always sort of the regulatory 

roadblocks. If you want to do what works best, let’s say, for your 
neighborhood, but you can’t break your neighborhood apart from the 
neighboring parts of the city and so there’s city interests. And there’s sort of 
that natural sort of push and pull, because you have so many different interest 
groups. I think I would have liked to have settled in on what area we were 
going to develop early on. Because one thing that I could really see pained a 
lot of people was to put a lot of effort into coming up with a land-use plan for 
this portion of the base, and then to have it change over, move over, and a lot 
of things dropped by the wayside.  

 Looking back, I wish we had identified that issue with BCDC a lot earlier, so 
that we could say “this is the area that we’re definitely going to develop.” 

01-00:41:27 
Rubens: So that set the process back. Because you kind of had to start over and look at, 

what are the assets and liabilities of this area versus that? And does it open up 
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new opportunities here that you didn’t have? Are you going to carry over 
opportunities from one area to the next? 

01-00:41:41 
Rubens: So but aside from that, then—unless there are some others that you can point 

to—it seemed to me that it did march away pretty well.   

01-00:41:51 
Thornton: It did march ahead. It just takes a long time.  

01-00:41:52 
Rubens: It did. It did.  

01-00:41:55 
Thornton: And I don’t know how we could have cut the time. I mean, the Army base was 

put on the closure list approved by then-President Clinton. And that’s in June 
1995 or so. We’re into August of 2008 and we’re still—the question is, what 
to do with the base? 

01-00:42:17 
Rubens: Well, I attended that planning meeting where the request, RFQ’s, had been 

reviewed—  

01-00:42:22 
Thornton: Yes. And that’s the second RFQ process. Yes.  

01-00:42:23 
Rubens: Is that right?  

01-00:42:25 
Thornton: Yes. The first one was done in 1999—again, in 1998, we have a draft Final 

Reuse Plan, we’re beginning to do the EIR. OBRA, again, trying to facilitate 
and help the Redevelopment Agency, working with the Redevelopment 
Agency, prepared a Request for Qualifications—an RFQ. So you essentially 
say to the development community out there, you know, “All developers on 
this Army base—we don’t own it yet, but we anticipate we will own it; this is 
the area we want to develop, and here are the uses that we think might work. 
But we are soliciting your interest.”  

01-00:42:58 
Rubens: And so this date is...?  

01-00:43:01 
Thornton: This is 1999.  

01-00:43:02 
Rubens: ’99. Okay.  

01-00:43:07 
Thornton: But we went out an RFQ, and we received three proposals from some three 

very great, talented developers. And then through just a screening process, one 
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developer was selected, and it was the Oakland West Wind Group, which was 
a compilation of a number of different developers that had joined for this 
particular project.  

01-00:43:27 
Rubens: Win or Wind?  

01-00:43:28 
Thornton: West Wind. W-I-N-D. And so while, again, things are working on parallel 

tracks, and so you have still the negotiations with the Army, the new board, 
another group, and I was a part of that group too that worked with the master 
developer that the agency had selected to say, “When the base becomes 
officially ours, this is how we’re going to develop it.” 

01-00:43:47 
Rubens: This is the group you’re talking about—the Oakland West Wind?  

01-00:43:41 
Thornton: Yes. I worked a little bit with them, with the master development group. 

Again, WOCAG is still moving forward, because we need to make sure that 
WOCAG is a part of that process. There’s a member of WOCAG who sat in 
on the interview panel for the developers. So we did try to tie in WOCAG. 

01-00:44:06 
Rubens: Do you know who that was?  

01-00:44:06 
Thornton: Maybe George Bolton.  

01-00:44:08 
Rubens: Okay. I have to ask him specifically about that.  

01-00:44:13 
Thornton: And our environmental remediation is still going. So all these various tracks—

they’re all tracks going forward. And then the short version is that the 
negotiations with that particular developer just fell through. We weren’t able 
to come to a meeting of the minds in terms of what the developer would 
contribute, what the city would contribute, and the returns and so forth. So 
that was kind of put on hold. And that’s actually a very good thing, because 
around that time, the property began to switch over, and again, we’re in the 
midst of our EIR process. And so it was actually a good thing that it stopped, 
because they would have had to redo their concept.  

01-00:44:50 
Rubens:  I see.  

01-00:44:52 
Thornton: And so now that we know specifically what area, the agency has, and all the 

environmental documents have been cleared and certified—the agency has 
embarked on, now, a second master developers’ solicitation.  
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01-00:45:04 
Rubens: And I think it’s now down to four.  

01-00:45:05 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:45:06 
Rubens: They’re inviting four to do an actual proposal.  

01-00:45:08 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:45:11 
Rubens: But it takes a lot of time and resources on their part. Do they get any subsidy 

for that?  

01-00:45:15 
Thornton: No.  

01-00:45:17 
Rubens: This is all based on future speculation?  

01-00:45:21 
Thornton: Yes. They are now able to prepare a solicitation, and they are actually 

required—I don’t know if we’re at that phase yet now, but at least with the 
first phase—the selected developer was required to put together what’s called 
a PEP account—a project expense... account? I’m not sure what the last “P” 
stands for. Basically where they deposit to the city, I think it’s $100,000 that 
the city would then use to cover its staff and other requirements in working 
with the developer. So if you’re going to develop the base, you have to be 
very competent and able to kind of sustain yourself for awhile financially, 
because it is a very long process.  

01-00:46:04 
Rubens: Do you mind just repeating that? The PEP is...?  

01-00:46:08 
Thornton: Project Expense. And I’m sorry, I don’t know what that last P is. 

01-00:46:10 
Rubens: That’s all right. I’ll look it up.  

01-00:46:12 
Thornton: But, yes. It’s a PEP account. So it’s a deposit. A good faith deposit that they 

will work with the city. And then all of the charges that the city would pull 
from that would be legitimate charges, specifically related to working on their 
project. For example, if they submitted some information that was very 
technical, and let’s say that we didn’t have a person on staff who could 
understand or adequately evaluate this technical information and we had to 
hire a consultant to review it and give the city recommendations, it would 
come out of that account.  
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01-00:46:41 
Rubens: So at some point you would then take in back into the City Planning 

Department, and you’d focus on more general and...?  

01-00:46:50 
Thornton: Yes. Yes. I was with OBRA, and then when OBRA disbanded in August of 

2006 because the property transferred over all of our assets, buildings, 
property, real-estate property and personal property, furniture, can be received 
from the Army, because when the Army left they left some furniture here in 
the buildings. All that transferred over to the Redevelopment Agency, who 
was the development arm, and so they moved forward with the development 
process. And so the whole OBRA governing body disbanded. Many of them 
were Oakland Redevelopment Agency members anyway, so essentially they 
just put on different hats. But the staff went back to city departments. Since I 
was in planning before, I went back to the planning department. So I’m still 
back with CEDA, but I’m not part of CEDA’s OBRA unit, because that 
doesn’t exist anymore.  

01-00:47:40 
Rubens: Right. Exactly.  

01-00:47:41 
Thornton: I’m back in the planning department.  

01-00:47:42 
Rubens: And what is your specific charge?  

01-00:47:43 
Thornton: Long-range planning. I do environmental reviews. Whenever there’s any 

federal money involved in a project—again, that’s if you have to go through 
the federal environment review process. And so whenever our—for example, 
our housing department gets money from HUD to do low-mod-income 
housing, you have to do an evaluation, to see “are we using federal dollars in a 
way that’s going to impact people?” Any façade improvement projects where 
there’s federal money involved. If federal highways use our public works 
agency money to fix streets or do some sort of streetscape improvement, that 
requires NEPA review. I do the NEPA reviews for the city. 

01-00:48:19 
Rubens: So looking back—I don’t know if this is a—would be a conflict of interest, 

but were there certain things that you—you qua the OBRA representative, or 
the facilitator for WOCAG, let’s put it at that—would have liked to have seen 
over others that would be a part of the use of the Oakland Army Base? Were 
there things that you thought were...?  

01-00:48:45 
Thornton: I as a person? 

01-00:48:48 
Rubens: Yes. Well, I’m trying to separate out you and your job, maybe.  
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01-00:48:49 
Thornton: That’s okay. Uh-huh. 

01-00:48:50 
Rubens: I don’t want to put you on the spot too much. I know you had to wend it 

through the other and negotiate, but from your vantage point, sitting with the 
community and knowing the needs of the city? 

01-00:49:05 
Thornton: You never know, because we’re not through with this process. 

01-00:49:07 
Rubens: What would you like to see?  

01-00:49:11 
Thornton: I guess a greater focus on uses that would have high job generation. There are 

a lot of people in the West Oakland community that have very low incomes. 
I’m not saying all of them, but a lot of them do, and a lot of them may not 
have a lot of higher education. And look, people need jobs to survive. To 
maintain households, to live. And so I would like to see more focus on jobs 
that really were going to allow them to earn livings.  

01-00:49:48 
Rubens: And were there certain categories of jobs that looked like they would be 

promising?  

01-00:49:54 
Thornton: Some light industrial jobs would have been promising. I guess the issue is 

with the auto sales. While it will generate some jobs, it may not generate the 
same number of new jobs that it would with other uses.  

01-00:50:11 
Rubens: Sure.  

01-00:50:12 
Thornton: But the balancing is that it does bring in sales tax revenue that can be used to 

benefit the city in other ways. So it’s a very difficult call—just how many jobs 
versus how much sales tax revenue versus how much community benefit.  

01-00:50:24 
Rubens: Directly to the community. So, anything else? High job generation, light 

industrial—were there other...? 

01-00:50:33 
Thornton: Because it is where it is located, when you come from San Francisco into 

Oakland, you really do see the Oakland Army Base. I believe that we need 
uses that are attractive to the city, that kind of welcome the city. What is the 
larger role of Oakland within the Bay Area itself? You could look over to 
Emeryville and you see the Bay Street project—you know, lots of flags, lots 
of activity. Restaurants, and so forth. And it’s become a draw for a lot of 
people, to conduct social and retail activity. When you look over at Oakland, 
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because you see a lot of the port and you see a lot of industrial uses, it kind of 
gives you a sense that Oakland is different from Emeryville, maybe has a 
different role. And I would like to see a sense that it is this window to 
Oakland, you know, to another part of the Bay Area. Something that is more 
attractive, maybe, than sort of the conventional light industrial uses. I do 
believe you can have industrial uses that are very attractive. They don’t have 
to be all super-functional, utilitarian, big warehouses. 

01-00:51:38 
Rubens: You can have mixed-use.  

01-00:51:59 
Thornton: Yes. Mixed-use projects. 

01-00:51:42 
Rubens: And so we don’t know yet if that’s going to be one of the four?  

01-00:51:43 
Thornton: Not yet.  

01-00:51:44 
Rubens: You speak to many of the members at WOCAG and they do say they’d like a 

destination place—they’d like someplace that’s attractive. I guess the issue 
then remains, how much of the tax goes into that particular district versus the 
whole city? But it seems as if there’s been a rising of the civic consciousness.  

01-00:52:03 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:52:03 
Rubens: Especially over the years that it’s taken place in the area.  

01-00:52:05 
Thornton: Yes. And one thing, again going back to all these different parallel tracks—

something else that I was involved with was creating a redevelopment area for 
the Oakland Army Base. California state law does require or allow cities to 
create redevelopment areas. And essentially, the short version of that is that 
when you and I pay property taxes, assuming we have a house in the City of 
Oakland, and we pay our property taxes, and a portion of the taxes goes to 
various districts, such as the mosquito abatement district—so it goes to 
schools, it goes to different areas. When you create a redevelopment area, 
essentially you’re saying that a portion of those property taxes goes back into 
that specific geographic area. It doesn’t go back into the General Fund, which 
could be used throughout the city; it goes back into the area where the 
redeveloped area is designated. And so we did create a redevelopment area for 
that, and so as that base becomes developed, and the property values rise, and 
then the taxes began to rise, a portion of the tax increment is channeled back 
into that geographic portion, and that’s what we used to benefit that area.  
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01-00:53:06 
Rubens: And where is that literally located?  

01-00:53:08 
Thornton: Well, the Army Base Redevelopment Area consists of the entire Oakland 

Army Base. And it’s a good portion of the Port of Oakland, and it goes into 
the West Oakland area to about 16th Street - 16th and Wood, where the old 
Amtrak train station used to be. So, as tax increment is generated, it would go 
back to that geographic area and can be used to benefit that area. 

01-00:53:34 
Rubens: I see. Wow, that’s a wonderful plan.  

01-00:53:35 
Thornton: Yes, so that worked. 

01-00:53:38 
Rubens: Now, the old train station is already being...  

01-00:53:40 
Thornton: Developed by a private party. And so as the value of that property rises and 

the taxes on that property rises, a portion of it would then go back to the entire 
redevelopment area, so it could be used to do new lighting or landscaping or 
something on the train station, or any other place within the larger 
redevelopment area. So conceivably it could go to the Oakland Army Base.  

01-00:54:02 
Rubens: So just reflecting back on this amazing history you’ve told me—I mean, what 

are we talking about? We’re talking about twelve years.  

01-00:54:14 
Thornton: [laughter] I think so, yes.  

01-00:54:16 
Rubens: Are there some other people that you think that I should talk to? I know that I 

need to talk to Aliza...  

01-00:54:23 
Thornton: Aliza Gallo. And I mentioned her because Paul Nahm, as you mentioned 

before, was the original OBRA executive director, and then Paul left and 
Aliza Gallo assumed his position. So she was the OBRA executive director 
really through most of the early negotiations with the Army, through 
conveyance, and then through the shift to the Redevelopment Agency.  

01-00:54:46 
Rubens: Okay.  

01-00:54:50 
Thornton: So she saw a lot of major changes.  
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01-00:54:49 
Rubens: Okay.  

01-00:54:50 
Thornton: Along with Paul—started when we were beginning the negotiations with the... 

01-00:54:55 
Rubens: So it came to that if you reported to Paul, you also then met with her.  

01-00:54:58 
Thornton: Well, they were there at different times.  

01-00:54:59 
Rubens: Yes, I understand that. But I mean, so, you were...  

01-00:55:01 
Thornton: Oh, yes, right. Yes, first I reported to Paul, and then... Henry Gardner is 

another person that you may want to meet with. Henry Gardner, I believe, is 
with the ABAG—the Association of Bay Area Governments. And he was 
involved as a special consultant to OBRA when Paul Nahm was here. Henry 
Gardner used to be the Oakland City Manager, in the ‘80s and the ‘90s. And 
then he left, went to private practice. But then he came back as a special 
consultant to OBRA when the Army base project started. And he was working 
very closely with the community, too, to try to shape all these different 
competing interests into a land-use plan. So I think he’s a very good person to 
work with, because he has a lot of government and regulatory experience and 
knowledge in terms of how to work with different agencies, and again, close 
experience working with the Oakland Army Base project.  

01-00:56:08 
Rubens: Plus, he knew the community.  

01-00:56:09 
Thornton: Yes.  

01-00:56:10 
Rubens: Yes. Okay. Okay. And the community speaks of Roberta Brooks being such a, 

you know, wonderful voice—  

01-00:56:19 
Thornton: Oh, yes, yes.  

01-00:56:23 
Rubens: So I thought that she, and Sandre Swanson is pretty tied up right now dealing 

with the budget crisis in California. 

01-00:56:27 
Thornton: Yes, Yes, a very busy man. He would be a very good person to talk to if you 

can get a hold of him.  
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01-00:56:42 
Rubens: Okay. Okay. And then in terms of the community, but you mentioned a 

Neveln. 

01-00:56:56 
Thornton: You can still get his name through the redevelopment staff, because they now 

staff WOCAG. I used to staff WOCAG, but now they do it, so you can contact 
information for him. He was one of the early members, so that’s why I would 
suggest you talk to him.  

01-00:57:03 
Rubens: Yes. I think so. I think he’s someone that I need to talk to. You are so 

articulate, and a rapid-fire speaker. Do you feel we’ve covered...?  

01-00:57:20 
Thornton: I think so. I think with, the information I’ve given added to the information 

that other people... It’s hard to convey twelve years in an hour, all the different 
people.  

01-00:57:32 
Rubens: This is a wonderful over view you’ve given me.  I can’t get this kind of 

sequential discussion with all of the community members. Of course it’s 
because I didn’t know as much and they naturally reflect a variety of interests 
and time periods, in which the terms are changing.  

01-00:58:08 
Thornton: It was all the different iterations and the different parties kind of... 

01-00:58:11 
Rubens: Yes. Yes, exactly. And then they do have their own diverse interests. I mean, 

not that their life was all just about what’s going to happen to the Army base. I 
mean, they had jobs and other community interests and...  

01-00:58:23 
Thornton: Yes. I mean, you’d have to applaud them for being a part of the process, 

people like George Bolton and Queen Thurston and Ellen Wyrick-Parkinson. 
Because Ellen is also very involved—she lives in West Oakland, she’s 
involved with Oak Center, which is her neighborhood. 

01-00:58:40 
Rubens: Yes.  

01-00:58:43 
Thornton: She’s a community activist. A lot of these people—are, a community activist. 

So the Army base is just one sort of thing that they have on their plate.  

[End of interview] 

 


