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Focus On: Oakland, California
NICK DECICCO, SENIOR WRITER, NOVOGRADAC

Start a list of some of the biggest challenges to developing affordable housing in 

America in 2023 and you’re starting a checklist of the difficulties to build and manage 

apartments in Oakland, California: costs, land scarcity, bond oversubscription, supply 

shortage, a homelessness crisis and so much more.

Andy Madeira, CEO of the Oakland-based and 

founded East Bay Asian Local Development 

Corporation (EBALDC), said the hurdles are likely 

familiar to others working in California and elsewhere 

across the nation. EBALDC is a nonprofit development 

organization that preserves, acquires and manages 

35 apartment buildings in Alameda County, which 

includes Oakland, as well as in neighboring Contra 

Costa County.

“Like many jurisdictions in California, Oakland 

needs to do more in terms of housing its most needy 

populations, the extremely low income,” Madeira 

said. “And as the cost of living has gone up in 

Oakland, we also need to provide more housing for 

working families, those at and below 80% AMI [area 

median income].”

Christina Mun, director of Oakland Housing & 

Community Development, said the numerous 

challenges mean searching for innovative solutions.

“We want housing to be affordable and easy,” Mun 

said. “We’re trying to be more strategic. When 

we do something, we want to make sure we’re 

getting affordability. There’s an intentional strategy 

happening now, not the ‘build, build, build anything’ 

attitudes back in years of more production. The 

housing emergency and homeless crisis ballooned in 

an unexpected way with the housing market. We’ve 

since pivoted to focus on investing in affordable 

housing more intentionally and urgently.”

O-A-K-L-A-N-D, That City Was 
Made for Me
Oakland’s history traces back to the Huchiun tribe, 

part of Ohlone people. In the late 18th century, 

conquistadors on behalf of the Spanish crown claimed 

the land. After the Mexican-American War and prior 

to the Civil War, the land became part of America 

after California was granted statehood in 1850. 

Since then, Oakland served as a hub for port and rail 

activity and, in the 20th century, a home to numerous 

manufacturers, including canneries, cars and ship 

makers. In this century, health care titan Kaiser 

Permanente–which has roots in Oakland back to the 

1940s–is the city’s top employer.

The National Low Income Housing Coalition’s 2022 

Out of Reach report puts the Oakland-Fremont 

metropolitan area as one of the nation’s most 

expensive, requiring a $43.73 per hour wage to afford 

a two-bedroom, fair-market-rent apartment. The local 

minimum wage was $15.06 as of July 1, 2022. Forty-

one percent of the households were renters in the 

period from 2016 to 2020.

A thriving tech industry in San Francisco and nearby 

Silicon Valley has had divergent impacts on the area, 

hiking costs of living while making affordability ever 

more complicated.

“Even though so much housing is being built, we 

have a supply shortage and housing continues to be 

expensive and out of reach for so many Oaklanders,” 

said Smitha Seshadri, executive vice president for 
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BRIDGE Housing, which manages more than 900 

apartments in nine properties in Oakland. “Forget 

owning, even renting. Rents in Oakland, used to be 

so much more affordable. Even in the last five-to-six 

years, when San Francisco was priced out, everybody 

was priced out, people were moving to Oakland, sort 

of like what happened in Brooklyn and Manhattan. In 

terms of supply, it’s still terrible.”

Confronting a Crisis
While the issues confronting affordable housing in 

Oakland are multiple, the most visible and urgent 

is the homeless plight. Mun called it “the top 

humanitarian crisis Oakland faces today,” affecting 

upward of 5,000 people in the city.

“We really need to accommodate the families that 

we have,” Madeira said. “We really need to provide 

more permanent supportive housing. It’s no surprise 

to anyone who lives here, we have a severe homeless 

crisis. People are living on the street in tents in 

conditions that we should be ashamed of–and are 

ashamed of. Really, it’s a problem that we face in 

Oakland and, really, throughout California.”

Mun said that interdepartmental cooperation between 

city agencies, pooling resources and financing, has 

been one strategy to curtail the crisis. With grant 

money available from the state through the California 

Homekey program in 2020 to help those experiencing 

homelessness find housing during the pre-vaccine 

period of the COVID-19 pandemic, Mun said the state 

lowered hurdles to housing production in exchange for 

quick and long-term solutions to the crisis.

“Oakland was a leader in Homekey,” Mun said. “We 

were aggressive in pursuing that funding as soon 

as it came out. We mobilized four departments to 

do this, the mayor was super involved, as well as 

council members.”

Mun said the funds allowed the creation of six 

developments during the past three years resulting 

in 300 new units for people who have experienced 

homelessness. Additionally, while she said responding 

to the immediate issue of interim and permanent 

housing is necessary, city officials also are working 

on strategies to identify those most vulnerable to 

becoming unhoused.

Additional Challenges
Cost is a major factor to developing housing 

in Oakland. 

“You work anywhere in the Bay Area, it is not a low-

cost environment,” Madeira said.

Seshadri said cost challenges are compounded by 

land scarcity.

“Relatively speaking, Oakland is denser than a lot of 

cities, even in the Bay Area,” Seshadri said. “There’s 

just very few parcels. Having said that, the city, 

because it’s a progressive city, really does a good job of 

identifying public surplus sites, even if it’s demolishing 

underutilized sites to build new housing.”

Mun agreed. “What I see across the state is just 

the lack of supply. We need to deploy and leverage 

anything we have in our tool kit to build our way of 

the hole.”

Seshadri also worries about displacement, including 

the impacts of that on Oakland and the surrounding 

communities.

“My worry is about people being displaced, especially 

people who most need housing,” Seshadri said. “As 

a society, we need more housing for working-class 

families and seniors. They’re the core of our clients 

and the residents who we serve. Seniors are very much 

part of the fabric of the community, having lived in 

the area for decades. To think that they’re not able 

to afford the rents, that’s really heartbreaking. We 

really need to continue to keep the focus on building 

more housing for low-income families and senior 

households, especially as we’re facing a potential 

recession.”



w
w

w
.novoco.com

 
 February 2023

4

VA
LU

ATIO
N

What Is Hip
Despite the issues, Seshadri and Madeira were positive 

about developing and managing affordable apartments 

in Oakland. Seshadri said it’s an area where the need 

for affordable housing is high.

“We really need to build as quickly and as much as we 

can,” Seshadri said. “People are priced out.”

She said market-rate housing has pushed rents 

up, so the demand to build new housing that does 

not displace people is high. She also said Oakland 

residents and city government respond positively to 

affordable housing initiatives.

“Oakland is very receptive,” Seshadri said. “Oakland 

has always been very progressive and people welcome 

it. The community really welcomes affordable housing. 

That’s not a constraint in our experience.”

Madeira agreed. “I’ll say that the Oakland populace as 

well, at the level of neighborhoods and level of voting 

public, is all also very supportive,” Madeira said. “They 

realize people shouldn’t be living on the street. We 

should have housing available for working families, so 

they don’t have to move.”

Oaktown’s Future
Looking to the next five to 10 years, city and 

community leaders came together on Measure U, a 

bond measure that passed in November 2022 that 

delivers $350 million for affordable housing. Mun 

said the goal with those funds is to maximize their 

potential, continuing the spirit of creativity and 

innovation that worked with Homekey.

“What we’re hoping to do with Measure U funding 

is to carve out innovations to unlock housing,” Mun 

said. “There are interesting models out there we might 

Median Household Income in Oakland, California
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pursue–different models of modular to accelerate 

construction or provide semi-permanent housing, 

with nontraditional funding structures.”

Also looking into the future is Merritt Community 

Capital, a LIHTC syndicator founded in Oakland 

in the 1990s that captures and directs investments 

across the state. Merritt is trying to develop resources 

outside of the framework of financing, aiming to add 

professionals to the industry in addition to providing 

capital for development.

“A challenge for the affordable housing industry is 

the growing need for affordable homes and the gap in 

trained industry professionals,” said Ari Beliak, CEO 

of Merritt.

Merritt last year launched its own program, 

Commitment to California, to address the need for 

more affordable housing professionals as well as 

address diversity and equity in the industry.

Harlem of the West
Madeira said building trust between organizations 

such as EBALDC, the city and the public is essential to 

affordable housing success in Oakland.

“Although EBALDC develops affordable housing, the 

way we measure the success of the organization is 

not the number of units we produce,” Madeira said. 

“The way we measure success is through community-

centered improvement in neighborhoods in which 

our properties are located. Success is determined 

through coalitions and in collaboration with residents, 

community-based organizations, and public agencies 

across sectors. Community stakeholders determine 

the changes they would like to see, how they want the 

change to happen and define the metrics for success.”

Despite the challenges to developing housing in 

Oakland, Seshadri said, “Oakland has so much 

going for it.”

“Along the BART line, the AC transit bus service, the 

Coliseum, the Oakland airport, the Oakland sports 

arena, there are great amenities,” Seshadri said. 

“It’s very diverse. In some ways, it’s more diverse 

than San Francisco. There’s a lot of rich history. The 

communities have been here a very long time. West 

Oakland developed at the turn of the last century 

as a thriving, predominately African American 

neighborhood. There’s Fruitvale, which is mainly 

Hispanic, and Lake Merritt-Chinatown. More 

recently, several new immigrant communities have 

made Oakland their home, Eritreans, Ethiopians 

and Yemenis, for example. My hope would be rather 

than pushing people out and making them go to a 

higher resource area, we can improve schools and 

improve the things people want in Oakland, in their 

communities.” ;
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