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Richmond Activists Fight for Wetlands, Open Space 

By Tomio Geron, October 28, 2004 08:36 AM 

RICHMOND--On a hill rising high above San Pablo Bay, Whitney Dotson stared out at an expanse of marshland along the eastern shore and could still see himself and his brother, Richard, as kids swimming in the grassy marsh channels in the early 1960s. 

Dotson, who grew up and lives in historically African American Parchester Village nearby, is one of multiple generations of African Americans who have spent time in Breuner Marsh and now want to preserve the land.

Sharply dressed in a green shirt and small round sunglasses, the stout, 59-year old community activist gave tours of Breuner Marsh and nearby Point Pinole Saturday at a "Richmond Shoreline Festival," which included a barbeque and live band.

The festival was part of an ongoing intense struggle between the landowners, who want to develop the 238-acre plot of land on the North Richmond Shoreline, and festival organizers, including Parchester Village residents and environmentalists, who want to protect it as open space.

"It's become a very important amenity," he said. "Just having the serenity of this whole area and being removed from the larger city." 

Bay Area Wetlands, a company that purchased the land in 2000, is fielding bids from developers for the site. Meanwhile, environmentalists want to protect an extremely rare undeveloped marshland along San Francisco Bay, as well as its endangered species. 

"From the Sierra Club's perspective, so much of the Bay has been filled and so much of the wetlands have been lost," said Jonna Papaefthimiou of the San Francisco Bay Sierra Club and the North Richmond Shoreline Open Space Alliance. The alliance, which organized the shoreline festival, was formed last year to preserve Breuner Marsh. 

Residents of nearby Parchester Village want to protect the environment, but also want to see Breuner Marsh, which lies just across the railroad tracks from the predominantly African American community, protected for their community.

Parchester Village was developed after World War II for African Americans who moved to Richmond to work in the shipyards and could not buy houses elsewhere. It was built on the donated land of founder Fred Parr, a white developer. Local residents say that it is the first African American homeowners' community in the Bay Area. About 1,000 people live in 400 single-family, one-story homes on this small tract sandwiched between two railroad tracks. It has remained mostly black since it was built, though some Latino families have moved in recently.

Whitney Dotson's father, the late Reverend Richard Daniel Dotson, was one of the early settlers in Parchester in 1950 and became a community leader, organizing to preserve Breuner Marsh and helping to get adjacent Point Pinole turned over to the East Bay Regional Park District.

For years, Whitney Dotson remembers, he and other Parchester young people would hop the railroad tracks and trudge through the pickleweed to get to the marsh channels for swimming. During the 1970s, however, the channels were illegally filled in. But even after that, Breuner Marsh has been a de facto park for residents, said Dotson. 

"Every generation of people in Parchester have found some way to use that space," said Dotson. "There's a number of kids over the years who have gone fishing, playing, just observing the wildlife."

Open space is rare in Richmond. Predominantly African-American Northern Richmond, which includes Parchester, has one-third as much open space per capita as Contra Costa County per capita, according to a study by the Oakland-based Pacific Institute. 

"If you could see all the development along the shore that's been off limits to us," said Henry Clark, director of the West County Toxics Coalition and a well-known activist against toxic pollution in Richmond. "We want access to Breuner Marsh and the shoreline. The land should be held as a public trust for the people."

Meanwhile, the City of Richmond, with a $35 million budget deficit, needs new revenue desperately. Richmond City Council members, whose approval is required for any deal, are waiting to see what develops. 

"I think there's room for some development," said City Council member Gary Bell, who attended the shoreline festival. "What eventually is developed has to consider the wetlands and shoreline and the Bay Trail." 

Jobs are key to any development, said Bell, who is up for re-election this year. "I'm not too crazy about housing," he said, "but if it's something that creates jobs, if it's office space or light, light manufacturing, I'd consider that." 

That won't please environmentalists, who want no development at all, or developers, who say that there is already enough office space to go around now. 

City Council candidate Gayle McLaughlin, who also attended the festival, believes that open space is the best use for the space. "If we develop what little open space we have left," she said, "we're going to be in an even worse place in terms of public health."

Richmond Councilmember Maria Viramontes and Contra Costa County Supervisor John Gioia have also both publicly supported keeping the space open.

The land, formerly owned by the Breuner furniture company, has been the subject of battles at least since the 1970s. Gerry Breuner, the former owner, came to stay on the property for weekends or longer vacations, according to Toni Silva, who rented out a cottage on the property from Breuner from late-1980 to 1983. 

"It was nice," she said. "He had a tiny pier. We used to go fishing and catch bass and flounder."

The quaint marsh, complete with occasional duck hunters and horses that grazed the land, was almost developed when Breuner tried to build a small private airport on the site in the 1970s. According to Silva, this grew out of Breuner's serious hobby: airplanes. That plan took concerted effort by Parchester residents and environmentalists to shoot down—with residents like Whitney Dotson's father leading the way.

After Breuner died, his family eventually sold the property in 2000 for approximately $3 million. 

The current owner, Bay Area Wetlands, and its agent, San Jose-based real estate developer Stan Davis, have in recent years tried different options to sell the land. One plan to build an Edgewater Technology Park came under opposition from Parchester and environmentalists, and was scrapped. 

Then Signature Properties bought a six-month option on the site and sought to build housing. But the developer could not get the City Council to re-zone the site from "Open Space-Light Industrial," to residential, so Signature dropped out as well. The City wanted revenue-generating commercial development, not residential development that would require revenue-draining services. 

Environmentalists, including the Richmond Environmental Defense Fund, Golden Gate Audubon Society, Save the Bay and others, say that there are very few remaining undeveloped areas along the bay and they are intent on protecting this swath of land. The California clapper rail, a small reddish-brown bird, and the tiny salt marsh harvest mouse are two animals living in Breuner Marsh that are on the federal endangered species list.

Richmond residents also deserve the open space, Papaefthimiou said. "Most of the Richmond shoreline has been lost to Chevron or the Navy or another industrial company," she said. "Even though they have a huge shoreline, most is polluted or not accessible to the public."

The lack of open space in Richmond is an environmental justice issue and a form of racial discrimination, said Clark. "This is on a spiritual level--being by the water. Not having that access is an attack on the life and well-being of this community. We're likely to do whatever is necessary—even to possibly occupying the Breuner Marsh area," he said, adding that he hopes that that does not happen. 

The importance Clark places on the struggle over Breuner Marsh speaks to the unusual nature of this environmental battle in Richmond—in that it is a effort to keep open space, rather than the usual one to shut down or stop some major toxic threat.

Talks about the site are now heating up again, as the Bay Area Wetlands seeks to sell the property. Environmentalists and Parchester activists want the East Bay Regional Parks District to purchase the land, and the agency has made an offer, said Brad Olson, its environmental program manager. 

"We've offered to purchase property," he said. "The property owner is not willing to sell at this point." The parks district owns over 95,000 acres in 65 parks, recreation areas and shorelines and is seeking to add new lands.

Bay Area Wetlands wants to get higher than the market value for the property, and the park district can only purchase it at the currently appraised price, said Olson.

Olson would not comment on how much the parks district bid. 
Neither Stan Davis nor Bay Area Wetlands would comment. 

According to Olson, Bay Area Wetlands is weighing at least one other private company's offer and is also waiting to see what happens with another Richmond shoreline development at Point Molate. 

Richmond is considering selling that property to Upstream Point Molate to build a casino, or to ChevronTexaco, which wants to keep the space open. With tens of millions of dollars up in the air in that deal, which may not be sealed for weeks, the Breuner project could be delayed. 

Olson, for his part, says that if the EBRPD were to acquire the property, the site would remain open space. He thinks the chances of any major development on the site are "pretty slim." 
"If the [new] proposal is anything like the other concepts--either a large commercial or housing development--there's going to be a lot of opposition from the local community and environmental community," he said. 

Whitney Dotson hopes Breuner Marsh will be available to his grandchildren and other nearby residents. He imagines them having similar trips out to the marsh, like the ones he had with his brother and friends, enjoying the wildlife and forgetting, for a few minutes, the imposing city nearby.
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Downtown Richmond Starts on Recovery Street 

By Vanessa Gregory, October 27, 2004 06:22 PM 

Richmond -- Sirens wailing, two police cars flew down Macdonald Avenue this morning past empty stores and fast-food restaurants. The historic downtown area lacks appeal, but a few Richmond residents see a bright future amid the blight. Today the Richmond Main Street Initiative celebrated a simple contribution towards revitalizing the historic downtown, the installation of new trashcans and benches. 

"This is the first step in a lot of other activities that will let people know that the city cares about downtown," said City Councilman Gary Bell.

The downtown definitely needs care. The biggest industry may be storefront ministries. Between Eighth and Ninth Streets, a black lettered sign reads "Entrance to the Sanctuary" above a barred door. The storefront windows at the church, Beacon Light Christian Fellowship, are boarded up. The building to the right of that is empty, as is Milens Credit Jewelers on the left, with its enduring advertisements for watches, diamonds, and wig imports.

"The buildings downtown have been vacant so long that it's going to take a major effort to renovate them," said Allen Green, a design committee volunteer with the Main Street Initiative, a nonprofit organization partially funded by the city's Redevelopment Agency. Green envisions a downtown with cafes, jazz clubs, and restaurants that reflect Richmond's history and ethnically diverse population.

With its proximity to BART, downtown boosters like Green hope the area might see an urban renaissance akin to that experienced in Oakland's Fruitvale District. Fruitvale has used what is called the Main Street approach, developed by the privately funded National Trust for Historic Preservation. The national nonprofit provides training and support to local nonprofits, which seek funding on their own. Richmond's Main Street Initiative mainly relies on business owners and downtown residents who volunteer for beautification and planning projects.

"This downtown is our major focus for redevelopment over the next 5 to 10 years," said Steve Duran, the city's community and economic development director. "It's maybe a 15-year program to get downtown where we want it to be." 

Right now, there are very few people downtown to sit on the new benches. Akia Howell, whose mother owns Balloons from Heaven downtown and who recently started working with the Richmond Main Street Initiative, said derelicts and the empty buildings keep people away.

"It's not so much that people don't feel safe," said Main Street's executive director, Ramona Braxton-Samuels. "Richmond has a bad reputation as far as blight downtown."

Some business owners can remember a different downtown, founded in the early 1900s. Photos of Macdonald Avenue during the 1950s are displayed at the Richmond Museum of History show a busy city center. People line the sidewalks. Bakeries, drug stores, and banks fill every building. The place was bustling through the 1960s.

"My mother tells me they used to cruise the downtown," said Michael Harvey, who, with his mother, has run Beauty Supply and Salon for Your Attitude for 18 years. 

Business was good because Richmond's population spiked during World War II, when people came to work in the shipyards, but declined again by the 1960s said Donald Bastin, director of the Richmond Museum of History. Then in 1976, Hilltop Mall opened. It "put the nail in the coffin," said Bastin, a Richmond native who graduated from high school in 1961 and can also remember cruising up and down Macdonald Avenue.

Along with trashcans and benches, the Richmond Main Street Initiative has contributed a community garden and murals to Macdonald Avenue. Braxton-Samuels said the group will continue to focus on safety, cleanliness, and supporting existing and new small businesses.

"It's basic in a sense," said Braxton-Samuels of the new trashcans and benches. "But each little thing takes quite a bit of time."
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Proposed Casino's Neighbors Fear Crime, Traffic 

By Tomio Geron, October 26, 2004 07:37 AM 

RICHMOND--Residents of Parchester Village, a small African American community in Richmond, are not happy about a proposed casino on Parr Boulevard just across Richmond Parkway from their homes. 

"I'm definitely against creating it," said Whitney Dotson, former president of the Parchester Village Neighborhood Association, whose home on Jenkins Way next to the Southern Pacific railroad tracks is a five minute drive to the proposed casino site.

Despite the promise of jobs from the casino proposed by the Scotts Valley Band of Pomo Indians, as well as press accounts of praise for the plan from Parchester residents, most residents North Gate News spoke with said they were not interested. 

"It's not worth it. There are already enough jobs for people to look for," said Alex Turney, who also lives on Jenkins Way. "People are going to want to rob us."

Crime is a big concern in the community—there were three homicides in the area last year. Some residents said that a casino will only bring more. 

"It'll bring jobs to the community, but I think crime might skyrise," said Elaine Dotson (no relation to Whitney), as she picked up her third grader, Susie, who attends nearby Bayside Elementary. "Safety always is a first. You think about your children all the time. If they bring a casino, they'll bring more riffraff."

The debate over gambling in California will come to a head on November 2 in state ballot Propositions 68 and 70, but residents of Parchester Village are concerned that their voices will not be heard. It will require a number of federal, state and local approvals for the casino to be built regardless of the two propositions.

The Scotts Valley Pomo tribe has partnered with NORAM, a Florida casino developer, and wants to build a 2,000 slot casino that it says would create 4,500 jobs and about $366 million a year in local revenue. 

The 30-acre site on Parr Boulevard is in unincorporated North Richmond, which has few job opportunities and is well known for its drug and gang activity. A Northern California Council for the Community analysis of the 2000 Census found that 63.4 percent of North Richmond residents lived in "very low income households." 

Since the area is not part of the City of Richmond, it is not under the jurisdiction of the Richmond Police Department and is only patrolled by the county sheriff's department. The Scotts Valley tribe has argued that the casino will address this by bringing jobs and more police presence to the area.

However, poor African Americans in Parchester will spend their money at the casino and won't have money for basic necessities, which will lead to worse crime, said Al Alexander, an African American resident of Richmond who was working in Parchester Village.

"What good can you have out of that?" he said as he loaded equipment into his red Silverado. "It's alright to have a casino, but not this close to a residential area."

"We have enough traffic and crime will really go up," he said.

Parchester Village was built on the donated land of Fred Parr, a white developer, after World War II specifically for African Americans who could not buy houses elsewhere in the Bay Area. Local residents say that it is the first African American homeowners' community in the Bay Area. 

It's a small area, between two railroad tracks, of 400 single-family, one-story homes with about 1,000 people, and it has remained predominantly black since it was built, though some Latino families have moved in in recently.

The small neighborhood is like a big family, said Elaine Dotson. "Everybody knows each other," she said. "They all know our kids and our kids' kids."

It's that tight-knit community that will be disturbed if a casino is built, she said. 

"There's a million other ways to get a jobs besides a casino," said Alexander. "They talk about all the millions of dollars. We won't see any of that." 
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Richmond Councilman Exceeds Limits, Returns Garbage Money 

By Jeff Kearns, October 25, 2004 11:37 AM 

RICHMOND -- Richmond Councilman Gary Bell, who is running for re-election in November, accepted campaign contributions that apparently exceeded the city's cap on donations and later refunded a portion of the money.

The contributions came from Nevada subsidiaries of a Florida company that collects the city's trash.

Campaign statements filed in August show that the three companies, owned by garbage giant Republic Services, each gave Bell $1,000 on Jan. 9. If lumped together, the $3,000 total would exceed Richmond's $2,500 campaign contribution cap.

Bell said City Attorney Everett Jenkins advised him to return some money, and that he planned to send one of the donor companies a check for $500. "He gave me a ruling that if all the companies are interrelated then they're considered as one person," Bell said. 

Bell said he presumed that the checks came from different companies, and that he didn't know they shared the same corporate office. He made the decision after the contributions were brought to his attention by a reporter.

The city code says that "no person" may give a campaign more than $2,500 per election cycle. The code's definition of "person" includes corporations, companies, partnerships, joint ventures or "any other organization or group of persons acting in concert."

Jenkins, the city attorney, said that three subsidiaries could be considered one person. "It depends upon whether or not the subsidiaries are acting in concert," Jenkins said. "If they are then they're acting as a single entity and they'd be subject to the $2500 limitation." Jenkins also said that Bell's campaign finance reports didn't contain enough information to determine if the companies acted in concert. 

The companies are Republic Disposal Urban Maintenance, Republic Environmental Technologies of Nevada, and Republic Services of Southern Nevada. Bell's campaign finance report lists the same Las Vegas post office box as the address for all three. 

Bell returned $500 to Republic Disposal, according to campaign reports filed Thursday though he would not acknowledge that it was improper to accept the money in the first place. He said he wasn't positive that all three were classified as the same donor under the law, but he felt that returning the money was the safest thing to do.

Company spokeswoman Lee Harvey said that all three are wholly owned subsidiaries of Republic Services, Inc., of Ft. Lauderdale, Fla. 

Harvey said Republic's attorneys believe that the contributions were made legally. "Republic's counsel is under the opinion that each entity is counted as a separate entity or person under the ordinance."

She said the company uses three subsidiaries to make donations because that allows it to spread the costs across different entities.

In addition to its city contract to collect Richmond's garbage, the parent company also owns and operates the West Contra Costa Sanitary Landfill on Paar Boulevard in Richmond.

Bell said he got to know a Republic employee from Las Vegas last year, as the company was taking over the family-owned sanitation company that previously had the city garbage contract. Bell said he included the employee on a mailing of hundreds of campaign fund-raising appeal letters he sent out, and three checks arrived later. 

The same three subsidiaries that wrote checks to Bell have also coordinated their donations to other candidates and committees. Campaign reports on file with the Nevada Secretary of State show that the same trio of Republic subsidiaries wrote checks to the same recipients on the same day for the same or similar amounts.

Republic operates 142 garbage collection companies and 58 landfills in 22 states, according to its most recent annual report. Company SEC filings show revenues of more than $2.5 billion last year. 

Bell, who is seeking his second term on the council, is a mortgage broker and former bank manager who sits on the council's finance committee.
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Richmond Vote on Point Molate Delayed a Week 

By Ryan Lillis, October 11, 2004 01:11 PM 

RICHMOND -- The Richmond City Council will spend at least one more week contemplating whether to sell 220 acres of the city's Point Molate to a developer hoping to build a casino on the site or to oil giant ChevronTexaco.

The council was scheduled to vote last night on which bid it would accept. However, Interim City Manager Phil Batchelor said there are "still issues that remain unanswered" in both proposals and suggested delaying a vote until those questions are addressed.

Upstream Development of Emeryville has offered the city $50 million upfront with an additional 20-year payment plan that would bring the purchase price to $400 million, city officials said. The proposal includes building a casino on the site, along with 85 stores, 15 restaurants and a revamped ferry facility, Upstream president Jim Levine told the council last night. Upstream is working with casino giant Harrah's and the Guidiville Band of the Pomo Indians on the casino plan, which would require state and federal approval.

The Upstream development would create 6,000 jobs in Richmond, restore historical buildings on land once occupied by the Navy and create public access to approximately 25 acres of shoreline, Levine said. As for the casino, Levine said his plan would include the first tribal agreement in the state in which a city has control over future development.

"I know there are people who think there shouldn't be urban gaming," Levine said, speaking before an overflow crowd in the council chambers. "The fact of the matter is, there will eventually be urban gaming. It's just a matter of where and when."

Batchelor said the city is concerned the state, the federal government and the Bureau of Indian Affairs - all of which have a say in the construction of tribal casinos - will not approve of a casino in Richmond. He said he wanted to see the Upstream plan "flushed out" to include a contingency.

ChevronTexaco, which owns much of the land surrounding Point Molate, filed an updated bid on Monday that included an initial payment of $50 million and an additional $5 million earmarked for "any job program of the city's choosing," said ChevronTexaco real estate manager Dennis Triplett. 

Another $1 million each year will be paid by ChevronTexaco for "general maintenance of the land," bringing the bid to $80 million, Triplett said. The proposal would also include some light industrial development on the site and create a security zone around a nearby ChevronTexaco refinery.

"I think it's a win-win situation for the city, the community and Chevron," Triplett said. 

Batchelor told the council to consider whether the ChevronTexaco bid accounted for all the land on the site.

With Mayor Irma L. Anderson out of town until Sunday night, it is unlikely the council will have enough time to consider both proposals before next week's meeting. 
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Richmond Candidate Pushing to Change Council 

By Ryan Lillis, October 10, 2004 01:16 PM 

RICHMOND -- Andres Soto looked out onto 23rd Street, the broad artery that runs from Richmond's industrial blocks on the south side, through its depressed civic center and into this working class neighborhood called Belding-Woods.

"What we're seeing here is a quiet revolution, although maybe it's not so quiet anymore," he said, sitting at a table in Pepito's, a busy little Mexican cantina where the lunch crowd is representative of the city's many ethnic backgrounds.

When Soto speaks of a revolution, he isn't talking about an armed uprising. His reference was to a political movement to bring new faces to the city council. A 49-year-old self-styled activist, he is running for one of five spots up for grabs next month on a Richmond city council that he says is unattached from the low-income communities of this gritty city in western Contra Costa County.

What the council needs is a change, Soto said. He is a self-described progressive Democrat who has fought for a ban on neighborhood gun dealers, was a parent advocate on the West Contra Costa County School District and worked as a job trainer for the city's employment and training department.

"I guess like most people in Richmond, I'm as embarrassed at the destruction of our city by the current city council and past city management as anyone else," he said.

There are four current councilmembers running for re-election in Richmond, with one councilman, Charles Belcher, not seeking another term. Soto is considered a front-runner for one of the spots but, according to Councilman Thomas K. Butt, there is a strong sentiment the city council will not have more than one new face. 

Butt is going after another term, along with Mindell Lewis Penn, who is also the city's vice mayor, Nathaniel Bates and Gary L. Bell. An often outspoken critic of the city government, Butt shares Soto's perspective on the current council.

"I've never understood why the Richmond voters send the people to the city council that they do," Butt said. "Richmond complains about a lot of things, and they have good reason to, but the people they send to the council never seem to do anything about it."

Butt said Soto has "been outspoken. He expects the city to serve the needs of its citizens. I share a lot of that with him."

Soto, who wears a long, tightly-knit ponytail, has some clear views on how the mess can be cured. He wants district elections, not the at-large elections he said have left several low-income neighborhoods without a council representative; Soto's North and East neighborhood, home to 17,000, is not represented.

He also supports term limits and reducing the size of the council from nine to five to improve its efficiency. A measure will appear on the ballot in November that proposes slicing two seats from the council, effective in 2008.

Soto wants a broader "sunshine ordinance" that would open up the council to public view. A common complaint by those who address the council in its weekly meetings is that too many important business contracts are handed out by the city without the public's knowledge.

"Too often, decisions in this city have been made behind closed doors or over cocktails involving developers and corporations in our community and the people have no input," he said.

Soto said he wants a fair rent ordinance and would rather the state spend money on schools, not prisons.

And then there's the issue of economic and racial diversity on the council. Only one member of thecouncil is Hispanic, despite census figures that show Hispanics make up 26.5 percent of the population. Six members on the council are black (35.6 percent of the general population), two are white (21.2 percent) and none are Asian (12.2 percent).

Mayor Irma Anderson, who said at a recent council meeting that she lives "in the ghetto," actually lives in the historically middle class Laural Park neighborhood, Soto said. Four councilmembers live in the Marina, an upscale waterfront community, and two others are in Carriage Hills, another wealthy enclave.

"It's the old guard leadership in the city of Richmond that's Democratic, but that has been in bed with special interests such as the corporate community and the developers to the point that they have completely forgotten and ignored the low-income people of our community," said Soto, a Mexican American.

So does he think he's going to win?

"I have a very strong feeling I'm going to win," he said. "The incumbents have made it easy by ruining our city." 
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Rape Victim Advocates Help Richmond Police 

By Vanessa Gregory, October 6, 2004 07:53 PM 

Richmond -- Richmond police Detective Patrick Davis understands his limitations. 

Davis recalled one woman who, he later learned, lost consciousness after a night of drinking and worrying how her religious family might react to her sexual identity as a lesbian. When she woke up, she found herself being carried up a flight of stairs. The woman was then sexually assaulted by several men.

"Her initial statement was that she hadn't been drinking. I think she felt she was being judged about her sexual orientation," said Davis. 

She was hesitant about talking candidly with Davis, but she agreed to speak with a victim advocate who connected her with support services and gathered critical details about the location of the attack.

Police departments regularly rely on such advocates but the Richmond Police Department has taken the collaboration a step further. Today, two victim advocates work directly out of the Richmond Police Department's Family Services Unit, and their presence is changing the way the department handles sexual assault, domestic violence, and child abuse cases.

"It's very unique," Cynthia Peterson, a supervisor at Community Violence Solutions said of the nearly two-year-old arrangement.

Five years ago, Sergeant Detective Mark Gagan, the head of the Family Services Unit, said Richmond's victim advocates, "felt like we were a bunch of dinosaurs."

Peterson, who has been working for 20 years to alleviate violence against women, was kinder, "I think the training on how to work with sexual assault victims probably was lacking in the past." 

Added Eskesha Clark, a victim advocate and one of two who work out of the Richmond Police Department, "I don't know if you've ever worked with the police But that suit and that gun and that stance — it can be very intimidating."

Moreover, Peterson added, the police sometimes failed to connect victims with advocates, inform them of their rights as survivors, and utilize existing victim services.

Gagan, a former social worker, became acutely aware of this after attending a sexual assault community task force meeting that included the heads of victim's services agencies and elected officials. He realized that when the police made a mistake, prominent community members were hearing about it the very next day.

Gagan set out to change that. He started by apologizing to advocates like Peterson, who now dismisses past challenges with the Richmond Police Department as "the pre-Mark days." 

In addition to the advocates, Gagan understood that in a city with a population that is 27 percent Hispanic, his unit was in desperate need of at least one Spanish-speaking detective. He recruited detectives with the energy to work in a busy unit - Richmond saw fifty rapes in 2003, according to the California Department of Justice - and with the right temperament to deal with crimes that Gagan said are difficult for many police officers.

"Of all the things you can say about policemen," said Gagan. "They like situations they can control and solve."

And it's hard to control a situation where even the victim might lie or refuse to cooperate. In a domestic violence case, the victim may love the abuser or be threatened by him. In sexual assault cases, a victim may be embarrassed or involved in criminal activity — like prostitution or drug use — and worried that she will get into trouble if she talks to the police.

In those cases, someone like Clark is critical, police said. 

"The advocates are able to talk to a victim," said Detective John Argumaniz, who handles domestic violence cases. "They may be embarrassed to talk with me."

Argumaniz and Davis said they have come to rely on the advocates that work with the unit, often brainstorming with them about the best way to conduct an investigation. Clark is even allowed full access to all police reports. The collegiality of the relationship comes as a surprise to some.

"At first, I was nervous," said Argumaniz. "I thought they were going to second guess everything I did and ask, 'Why? Why? Why?'"

Detective Davis said he likes the additional scrutiny they provide.

"It kind of keeps you on your toes," said Davis. Police officers, he added, have to work within an imperfect system that locks them "into looking at the letter of the law rather than the everyday right and wrong that everybody knows."

Disagreements with the advocates are rare, according to Argumaniz. In the one instance he could remember a conflict over how to approach an investigation, he said, "I think we ended up doing it her way."
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Richmond Ministers Protest Poor Civic Leadership 

By Ryan Lillis, October 1, 2004 01:54 PM 

RICHMOND -- The sun had just set Tuesday over the massive container cranes lining the Port of Richmond, the industrial hub of one of the Bay Area's poorest, most crime-ridden cities. Within sight of the port, Richmond's mayor and the city council were about to start their weekly meeting inside City Hall by wishing a happy 101st birthday to city resident Johnnie Garnes, the city's first black auto mechanic. The problem was, according to some of Richmond's religious leaders, the council and the mayor weren't getting ready to do much else.

Calling the city government an ineffective group that lacks the energy and focus to guide Richmond through its tough times, a dozen clergy members from some of the city's roughest corners marched in a circle and protested outside City Hall, calling for an end to street violence and an increase in job training for the city's youth. 

"Fill the minds and not the jails," chanted Rev. Louis Allen of the North Richmond Missionary Baptist Church.

"Where is the leadership?" asked Rev. Andre Shumake, who represents the same church and is the president of the Iron Triangle Neighborhood Association. The Iron Triangle is considered one of the roughest areas in the East Bay.

Shumaker, known by most simply as "Shu," and Allen said they plan on returning with a much larger contingent for next week's meeting, when the council is expected to vote on the sale of city land once occupied by the Navy to an Emeryville developer who has proposed to build a casino on the site. 

Upstream Development, which offered the city $50 million for 220 acres on Point Molate, is working with casino management company Harrah's and the Guidiville Band of Pomo Indians on a proposal to build a resort and casino with 3,000 slot machines.

Some opponents of the casino have said the city council should be concentrating on other issues. After a period of relative peace on the city's streets, violence has returned to Richmond over the past two years, Shumake said. According to numbers compiled by the city's police department, there had been 20 murders this year through Aug. 4 and there were 38 killings in the city in 2003, more than double the number from 2001. And, according to Shumake, the city government isn't doing enough to stop it.

"We're not getting any leadership from the mayor's office on the issue of violence," he said. "If we don't come out and protest and demonstrate, we aren't going to see any changes."

Mayor Irma Anderson said her office has done plenty to stem youth violence, including developing after-school programs in the city's high schools. Anderson's was the only mayoral office in Contra Costa County to receive a $1.8 million state grant in 2002 that has helped fund an after-school program at Richmond High School that keeps teens off the street, the mayor said. Youth violence cannot be prevented by enforcement alone and in most cases, "the children are victims of their environment," Anderson said in an interview.

"The city of Richmond is not the end all savior of violence in the city," Anderson said. "We cannot stop it. It starts in the home. And all three of us have to work together to make a difference, churches, schools and the city."

Some said that isn't enough.

"There is no plan," said Rev. Mitchell Martinez of the Central City Ministries. "There's no curfew, no special police groups. Other cities have plans."

Following the clergy's demonstration, Martinez led the ministers in a prayer. They held hands and closed their eyes.

"Lord God, bless us to live in a place of no violence," he said. "This is the beautiful city of Richmond, California, lord God, full of gifts, love and ability. Lord God, speak life over our city council and our mayor in this, this city's time of need. We hope that this city by the bay is known as a place of love, lord God, of peace and of jobs." 




Reporting by the UC Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism 
Council Candidates Square Off Over Molate Casino Deal 

By Tomio Geron, September 24, 2004 08:31 AM 

RICHMOND--Fifteen candidates, including four incumbents, are running for five open City Council seats here, and they can agree on at least one thing about the proposed Point Molate casino—it will bring long-lasting change to the city. 

The November 2 election is being watched closely because of the city's $35 million budget deficit and ongoing charges of financial mismanagement. Despite some challengers' hopes to make city finances a campaign issue, the casino and hotel, which would become the city's largest employer, could help the incumbents by overshadowing other issues.

On Monday, the casino cleared an important hurdle when a Contra Costa County Superior Court ruled that the city could sell the property to developer Upstream Point Molate and did not have to first consider an offer from ChevronTexaco. 

Last month the City Council unanimously voted its intent to sell the city land to Upstream. The Native American casino will bring revenues to the city as well as jobs, said Council member Nat Bates, who chairs the committee working on the casino deal and is up for re-election. "It's going to provide in excess of 5,000 jobs to the city, which are in desperate need."

Two other candidates opposed the casino project on different grounds. Gayle McLaughlin, a candidate running on the Richmond Progressive Alliance slate, said that she opposes gambling on principle and that it could turn Richmond into "Sin City." 

"Even if it did bring in some economic benefit," she said, "the negative impact it'll have on the community by having to fight against crime…and traffic congestion--the negative impact outweighs any benefits." 

McLaughlin, who is backed by SEIU Local 790 and SEIU Local 250, as well as the local Green Party, believes that 70 percent of the land should be left as open space, with the remainder going to "environmentally-friendly" firms, small business or entertainment and recreation. 

She also opposes a plan by ChevronTexaco Corporation to buy the land and keep it as open space. "I think Chevron's attempt to purchase Point Molate is very disingenuous," she said. 

Bill Idzerda, another candidate for Council, is also against the casino. Idzerda, an energy efficiency specialist, wants to keep the land as open space for now, and says the land is much more valuable to Richmond as a potential housing development. 

"I think it's a poor idea," he said. "I'm for having skilled and professional jobs being brought into the city. Secondly, there's going to be great strain on the infrastructure."

Idzerda also opposes selling the land to Chevron. He compared the land to Marin County's Tiburon, just across the bridge, and said that he thinks the 354 acres could be worth as much as $1 billion to the city. 

Idzerda said he wants the city to focus on youth, the budget and economic growth. 

Corky Booze, another candidate for Council, supports the casino. "It's extremely good for the city of Richmond," he said. "We are an economically challenged city." 

Booze praised the creation of jobs both in the casino and nearby, as well as a planned fishing pier and enhancements for the Bay Trail, which will accommodate open space concerns. "It changes the negative image of Richmond," he said. "It's a win-win-win situation."

Crime won't be a problem, Booze said. "This is an upscale casino," he said. "When you go to Vegas, you don't see crime in Vegas. I don't think it'll be attractive for criminals." 

Nat Bates also disputed the idea that the next-door Chevron refinery could pose an environmental or security risk. "Chevron sits in a pocket below the hill, which means if they discharge some chemicals, as they often do, that doesn't affect people in Point Molate," he said.

Bates also dismissed concerns about crime, saying that crime is worse in Richmond right now than it would be in a "heavily patrolled" casino. "We have more shooting and killing unfortunately in our Iron Triangle than in the San Pablo casino," he said.

McLaughlin and Idzerda expect the casino to be an issue in the campaign and will voice their opposition. Bates said that the opportunity to create jobs in Richmond outweighed all other concerns. "This project is the biggest project in the history of this city," he said. "I can't worry about whether I'm re-elected or not." 

