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Reducing	 the	 Human	 and	 Environmental	 Impact	 of	 Improper	 Drug	

Disposal	

By	Angelica	Gums	

MPP	Candidate,	expected	2016	

	

Everyday	 people	 lack	 the	 necessary	 information	 and	 access	 to	 properly	 dispose	 of	 their	 unwanted	 or	

expired	 medications,	 leaving	 many	 to	 resort	 to	 harmful	 practices.	 	 The	 lack	 of	 proper	 drug	 disposal	

practices	in	the	United	States	has	caused	both	environmental	and	human	harm.	While	local	government	

disposal	 programs	 and	 annual	 Drug	 Enforcement	 Administration	 (DEA)	 “take-back”	 programs	 divert	

many	of	the	unwanted	or	expired	medications	from	the	waste	stream,	these	programs	are	not	enough	

to	reduce	 improper	disposal	of	pharmaceuticals.	Given	the	 implementation	of	the	Affordable	Care	Act	

(ACA)	in	January	2014	and	the	expected	increase	in	the	amount	of	medications	dispensed	to	patients,	it	

is	 recommended	 that	 the	 United	 States	 adopt	 a	 federally	 mandated	 disposal	 policy	 to	 reduce	 the	

harmful	environmental	and	human	harm	that	improper	drug	disposal	wreaks	on	society.	

	

Drugs	in	the	Water	

Improper	medication	 disposal	 is	 a	 significant	 environmental	 and	 public	 health	 problem	 in	 the	United	

States.		Traces	of	pharmaceuticals	in	drinking	water	and	unsafe	stockpiling	of	medications	in	the	home	

have	 contributed	 to	 the	 argument	 for	 alternative	 methods	 of	 disposal	 that	 divert	 consumers	 from	

disposing	 of	 medication	 down	 the	 toilet	 or	 in	 the	 trash.	 Although	 previously	 considered	 acceptable	

methods	of	disposal,	these	practices	are	now	understood	to	be	detrimental	not	only	to	the	health	and	

safety	 of	 consumers	 but	 to	 aquatic	 life.	 	 Pharmaceuticals	 thrown	 in	 the	 trash	 eventually	 end	 up	 at	

municipal	 landfills	 and	 accumulate	 in	 leachate,	 liquid	 that	 forms	 and	 passes	 through	 solid	 wastes,	

eventually	 suspending	 into	 our	 water	 system.	 	 Contaminated	 leachate	 has	 adversely	 impacted	 our	

environment	 as	 millions	 of	 gallons	 discharge	 annually	 into	 our	 waterways	 without	 adequate	 waste	

treatment	systems	in	place	to	filter	all	compounds.1			

	

The	Department	of	Environmental	Protection	in	Maine	conducted	a	2009	study	on	leachate	samples	at	

three	 municipal	 solid	 waste	 landfills	 and	 found	 traces	 of	 forty	 different	 prescription	 and	 over-the-
																																																													
1	Behr,	R.,	Stahler,	D.,	&	Pistell,	A.	(2010).	Preliminary	Characterization	of	the	Pharmaceutical	Content	of	Municipal	Solid	Waste	Landfill	Leachate	

from	three	landfills	in	Maine.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013	from	http://calpsc.org/products/pharmaceuticals	
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counter	medications.	 	Some	argue	that	the	majority	of	pharmaceutical	traces	enter	our	waterways	via	

human	excretion.	 	However,	a	recent	report	revealed	that	many	of	these	products	show	up	 in	filtered	

water	as	well.2		Because	there	are	no	criteria	currently	in	place	to	evaluate	the	toxicity	levels	associated	

with	concentrations	of	some	of	these	medications,	even	at	low	levels,	 little	is	known	about	the	effects	

they	can	have	on	our	bodies.	

	

Additionally,	 improper	 disposal	 harms	 aquatic	 life.	 	 In	 2006,	 two	 chemists	 discovered	 anti-depressant	

remnants	in	the	brains	of	fish.3		Further	observation	showed	delayed	reactions	in	fish	towards	predators	

(generated	stimuli	in	the	study).		One	chemist	attributed	this	slow	response	to	anti-depressant	remnants	

found	 in	 the	water.	 	 As	 a	 result,	 fish	were	 slower	 in	 protecting	 themselves	 against	 predators.	 	 If	 this	

continues,	 the	 United	 States	 could	 see	 a	 potential	 decrease	 in	 the	 population	 of	 fish	 as	 a	 natural	

resource	for	human	consumption.		

	

Given	 imperfect	access	or	 information	on	proper	disposal	methods	 (what	 is	considered	safe	or	unsafe	

and	the	associated	costs),	 some	consumers	have	chosen	to	stockpile	 their	 leftover	medications	within	

their	homes.	 	Unfortunately	 this	practice	has	 shown	 to	encourage	abuse	of	prescription	drugs	among	

teenagers,	as	one	 in	 four	 teens	 (24	percent)	now	admit	 to	abusing	prescription	drugs	at	 least	once	 in	

their	lifetime—up	33%	from	2008.4		More	than	half	of	these	teenagers	retrieved	those	medications	from	

their	parent’s	medicine	cabinets.		Not	only	are	teens	abusing	medications,	some	are	sharing	them	with	

their	peers	at	gatherings	called	“pharm	parties,”	where	a	variety	of	pills	are	consumed	by	teens	in	one	

setting.5		Over	the	last	few	years	this	has	led	to	a	14%	increase	in	the	number	of	emergency	room	visits	

attributed	 to	 the	 misuse	 and	 abuse	 of	 these	 drugs.6	 	 According	 to	 the	 DEA,	 if	 proper	 drug	 disposal	

methods	were	in	place,	access	and	availability	of	these	drugs	to	teens	would	be	reduced.7			

	

The	United	States	government	should	adopt	a	mandated	disposal	policy	that	addresses	the	challenges	

faced	 by	 current	 prescription	 drug	 abuse	 and	disposal	 trends.	 	 In	 January	 2014,	 32	million	 previously	

																																																													
2	Kolpin,	D.,	Furlong,	E.,	Meyer,	M.	Thurman,	E.,	Zaugg,	S.,	Barber,	L.,	&	Buxton,	H.	(2002).	Pharmaceuticals,	Hormones,	and	Other	Organic	

Wastewater	Contaminants	in	U.S.	Streams,	19990-2000:	A	national	Reconnaissance.	Retrieved	from	University	of	Nebraska-Lincoln	web	
site:	http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/usgsstaffpub/68	

3	Raloff,	J.	(2008,	December).	Antidepressants	Make	for	Sad	Fish:	Drugs	May	Affect	Feeding,	Swimming	and	Mate-Attracting.	Science	News,	174	
(13),	15.	Retrieved	from	http://www.jstor.org/stable/20465780.	

4	Metlife	Foundation.	(2013).	2012	Partnership	Attitude	Tracking	Survey.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013,	from	http://www.drugfree.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/04/PATS-2012-FULL-REPORT2.pdf	

5	Sanborn,	H.	(2012).	Safe	Drug	Disposal	Powerpoint.	Sacramento,	CA:	California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	Retrieved	via	email.		
6	U.S.	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services.	(2009-2011).	Drug	Abuse	Warning	Network,	2009-2011:	National	Estimates	of	Drug-Related	

Emergency	Department	Visits.	Retrieved	from	http://www.samhsa.gov/data/DAWN.aspx	
7	Drug	Enforcement	Agency.	(2012,	August).	Prescription	for	Disaster,	How	Teens	Abuse	Medicine.	Retrieved	from	

http://www.justice.gov/dea/pr/multimedia-library/publications/prescription_for_disaster_english.pdf	
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uninsured	citizens	became	eligible	to	acquire	health	coverage	under	the	new	Affordable	Care	Act	signed	

by	Congress.		This	includes	an	increase	of	roughly	19.5	million	people	in	Medicaid	alone.		As	a	result,	the	

pharmaceutical	industry	can	expect	greater	demand	by	consumers	for	prescription	medications	and	will	

supply	more	to	the	market.		If	a	disposal	program	is	not	in	place	and	consumers	are	misinformed	about	

how	 to	 properly	 dispose	 of	 their	 medications	 and	 where	 to	 take	 them,	 the	 public	 health	 and	

environmental	conditions	of	the	United	States	will	become	worse.		

	

A	 federally	 mandated	 policy	 is	 therefore	 necessary	 to	 implement	 long-terms	 solutions	 that	 address	

current	 practices.	 	 The	 goals	 of	 this	 policy	 should	 include	 a	 significant	 reduction	 in	 prescription	 drug	

abuse	 trends	among	teenagers,	and	an	 increase	 in	 incinerated	medications.	 	 In	 this	 report,	 two	policy	

alternatives	 are	 evaluated	 against	 the	 status	 quo:	 “Single	 Provider”	 policy,	 which	 allocates	 full	

administrative	 and	 financial	 responsibility	 in	 operating	 a	 national	 disposal	 program	 to	 the	

pharmaceutical	industry,	and	the	“Shared	Cost”	policy,	which	allows	the	industry	to	split	costs	with	state	

governments.		

	

Alternatives	

Policy	Option	#1:	The	Status	Quo	

Current	 policies	 on	 medication	 disposal	 come	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 sources.	 	 On	 the	 federal	 level,	 The	

Controlled	Substances	Act	of	1970	(Title	II	of	The	Comprehensive	Drug	Abuse	Prevention	and	Control	Act	

of	 1970)	 regulates	 the	 manufacture	 and	 distribution	 of	 controlled	 substances	 in	 the	 United	 States.		

These	include	“narcotics,	stimulants,	depressants,	hallucinogens,	anabolic	steroids,	and	chemicals	used	

in	the	illicit	production	of	controlled	substances.”	8	 In	order	to	produce,	distribute,	or	prescribe	any	of	

these	drugs,	one	must	register	with	the	Drug	Enforcement	Administration	(DEA).	 	 If	a	“non-registrant”	

person	wants	to	dispose	of	their	medications,	they	must	follow	guidelines	set	forth	in	Title	21	of	the	Act.		

In	most	cases,	an	authorized	registrant	or	agent	of	the	DEA	is	present	to	collect	the	drugs.9	 	However,	

many	consumers	are	unaware	of	this	process,	making	personal	disposal	of	drugs	difficult.	

In	2010,	the	Obama	Administration	signed	into	law	the	Secure	and	Responsible	Drug	Disposal	Act	—	an	

amendment	 to	 the	Controlled	Substances	Act	of	1970.	 	 The	 law	 states	 that	 the	Attorney	General	 can	

disseminate	regulations	that	allow	consumers	to:	

	“…	 deliver	 the	 controlled	 substance	 to	 another	 person	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 disposal	 of	 the	 controlled	

substance	 if	 the	 person	 receiving	 the	 controlled	 substance	 is	 authorized	 under	 this	 title	 to	 engage	 in	

																																																													
8	The	Catholic	University	of	America.	(2009).	Controlled	Substances	Act	of	1970.	Retrieved	from	http://counsel.cua.edu/fedlaw/csa1970.cfm		
9	Electronic	Code	of	Federal	Regulations	(2013).	Disposal	of	Controlled	Substances.	Washington	DC:	U.S.	Government	Printing	Office.	
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such	activity;	and	the	disposal	takes	place	in	accordance	with	regulations	issued	by	the	Attorney	General	

to	prevent	diversion	of	controlled	substances.”10			

	

This	 law	 resulted	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 “take-back”	 programs	 outside	 of	 registered	 state	 and	 local	 law	

enforcement	 agencies.	 Before	 this	 amendment,	 only	 registered	 state	 and	 local	 law	 enforcement	

agencies	 had	 “take-back”	 programs.	 	 Now,	 pharmacies	 and	 other	 participating	 health	 facilities	 can	

register	with	the	DEA	to	host	collection	bins	and	consumers	can	dispose	of	their	medications	in	at	those	

locations.		

	

Local	governments	have	responded	to	the	2010	law	by	partnering	with	independent	pharmacies	within	

their	 counties.	 For	 instance,	 in	 April	 2012	 the	 City	 and	 County	 of	 San	 Francisco	 launched	 their	 Safe	

Medication	Disposal	Program	with	an	$110,000	grant	from	the	pharmaceutical	industry.11		Regulated	by	

the	 County’s	 Environmental	 Health	 Department,	 tax	 revenue	 helps	 fund	 the	 program	 through	

partnerships	with	independent	pharmacies.		Consumers	may	place	their	leftover	medications	in	a	clear	

bag	and	place	the	medications	in	a	collection	bin	at	one	of	the	sites.		Across	the	bay	and	similar	to	the	

San	Francisco	program,	minus	the	partnership	with	the	pharmaceutical	industry,	Alameda	County	has	its	

own	disposal	 program.	 	 In	 July	 2012,	 the	 county	became	 the	 first	 local	 government	 in	 the	 country	 to	

pass	an	ordinance	mandating	pharmaceutical	companies	to	operate	and	fund	collection	programs.12	In	

2013,	Pharmaceutical	and	Manufacturers	of	American	(PHARMA)	sued	Alameda	County,	stating	that	its	

ordinance	 violated	 the	 Interstate	 Commerce	 Clause	 of	 the	 Constitution,	 which	 allows	 for	 the	 free	

exchange	 of	 goods.	 	 A	 federal	 court	 in	 San	 Francisco	 and	 the	 9th	 Circuit	 Court	 of	 Appeals	 disagreed,	

leading	 PHARMA	 to	 appeal	 its	 case	 to	 the	 Supreme	 Court.	 	 On	 May	 26,	 2015,	 the	 Supreme	 Court	

declined	to	hear	the	case	letting	Alameda	County’s	ordinance	stand.13		

	

Policy	Option	#2:	Single	Provider	

A	 “Single	 Provider”	 policy	would	 require	 the	 Pharmaceutical	 Industry	 to	 solely	 finance	 and	 operate	 a	

disposal	program	that	collects,	transports,	and	disposes	of	unwanted	prescription	and	over-the-counter	

medications	without	shifting	cost	to	consumers	 in	the	form	of	higher	medication	prices,	as	outlined	 in	

																																																													
10	Secure	and	Responsible	Drug	Disposal	Act	of	2010,	S.	3397,	111th	Cong.	(2010).	
11	Sabatini,	J.	(2013,	August	9).	San	Francisco	finds	funding	to	extend	drug-disposal	program.	Retrieved	October	27,	2913,	from	

http://www.sfexaminer.com/sanfrancisco/san-francisco-finds-funding-to-extend-drug-disposal-program/Content?oid=2540240	
12	Sanborn,	H.	(2012).	Safe	Drug	Disposal	Powerpoint.	Sacramento,	CA:	California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	Retrieved	via	email.		
13	Oakley,	D.	(2015,	May	26).	Supreme	Court:	Big	Pharma	must	pay	for	prescription	drug	disposal	in	Alameda	County.	Retrieved	June	7,	2015,	

from	http://www.contracostatimes.com/breaking-news/ci_28191245/supreme-court-big-pharma-must-pay-prescription-drug.	
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the	Alameda	County	Safe	Medication	Disposal	Ordinance.14	 	The	Pharmaceutical	 Industry	 is	defined	as	

all	producers	who	sell,	offer	for	sale,	or	distribute	prescription	and	non-prescription	medications	in	the	

United	States.	 	Medications	can	 include	orphan	products,	which	are	medications	that	are	no	 longer	 in	

production,	 or	 products	 acquired	 outside	 of	 the	 United	 States.	 	 This	 “Product	 Stewardship	 Program”	

(PSP)	can	be	operated	by	one	producer	or	many	producers	in	a	Product	Stewardship	Organization	(PSO).		

The	PSO	would	be	responsible	for	the	safe	collection	and	disposal	of	medications.		

	

These	guidelines	are	an	expansion	of	Alameda	County’s	Safe	Medication	Disposal	Ordinance,	which	was	

adopted	 by	 the	 Alameda	 County	 Board	 of	 Supervisors	 in	 2012	 and	 is	 currently	 being	 administered	

through	the	County’s	Environmental	Health	Department.	 	 It	states	that	the	PSO	will	design	a	plan	that	

outlines	 the	 implementation	 and	 administration	 of	 their	 program	 and	 submit	 it	 to	 the	 designated	

regulatory	state	agency	(DRSA)	by	a	set	date.15		The	plan	must	include:	

• Contact	information	of	all	producers	in	the	PSP		

• Individuals	on	the	governing	body	of	the	PSO,	if	applicable	

• An	agreement	to	collect	all	prescription	and	over-the-counter	medications,	including	those	that	are	not	

produced	by	producers	of	the	PSO		

• Methods	about	how	medications	will	be	safely	collected,	tracked,	and	incinerated		

• List	 of	 authorized	 personnel	 involved	 in	 transporting	 the	 unwanted	 medications	 and	 the	 hazardous	

waste	facilities	authorized	to	incinerate	the	medications	

• List	of	partnering	collection	sites,	including	retail	facilities	(if	applicable)		

• A	description	on	how	producers	will	educate	and	outreach	to	the	public	on	safe	disposal	practices		

• Detailed	priorities	for	the	plan	over	the	next	five	years		

• Administration	of	a	Mail-Back	order,	if	applicable	

• Compliance	with	federal	regulations	on	collection	and	disposal	of	unwanted	medications	

• If	a	PSO	includes	more	than	one	producer,	the	cost	of	administering	the	program	should	be	distributed	

equally	and	outlined	in	the	plan	

The	PSO	must	submit	a	plan	to	the	DRSA	for	approval.		In	addition,	they	must	pay	a	fee	to	the	DRSA	for	

administrative	cost	to	regulate	the	program.		 If	the	PSO,	at	any	time,	does	not	comply	with	any	of	the	

																																																													
14	Alameda	County	Safe	Drug	Disposal	Ordinance	(2012).	Retrieved	from	http://www.acgov.org/aceh/safedisposal/index.htm.	
15	Alameda	County	Safe	Drug	Disposal	Ordinance	(2012).	Retrieved	from	http://www.acgov.org/aceh/safedisposal/index.htm.	
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requirements	set	 forth	 in	 the	plan,	 the	DRSA	can	administer	a	penalty.	 	Regulatory	structure	over	 the	

PSP(s)	and	penalties	are	designed	by	the	DRSA.			

	

Policy	Option	#3:	Shared	Cost	

A	 “Shared	 Cost”	 policy	 would	 require	 the	 Pharmaceutical	 industry	 to	 work	 in	 partnership	 with	 state	

governments	to	establish	a	Product	Stewardship	Program.	In	this	case,	the	pharmaceutical	industry	and	

the	 state	 government	 would	 work	 together	 to	 determine	 an	 appropriate	 and	 effective	 cost	 toward	

implementing	a	PSP,	given	the	demand	by	consumers	and	the	regulatory	agency.	 	For	 instance,	 in	San	

Francisco	County	the	Department	of	Environmental	Health	(DEH)	administers	the	County’s	Medication	

Disposal	 Pilot	 with	 a	 grant	 from	 the	 pharmaceutical	 industry.	 	 However,	 the	 DEH	 is	 responsible	 for	

designing	the	program	and	complying	with	state	and	federal	regulations	on	safe	disposal	methods.		

	

Under	this	type	of	policy,	a	DRSA	is	responsible	for	designing	a	plan	that	meets	some,	but	not	all,	of	the	

requirements	outlined	in	the	Single	Provider	policy.		They	include:	

• Methods	about	how	medications	will	be	safely	collected,	tracked,	and	incinerated		

• List	 of	 authorized	 personnel	 involved	 in	 transporting	 the	 unwanted	 medications	 and	 the	 hazardous	

waste	facilities	to	incinerate	the	medications			

• List	of	partnering	collection	sites,	including	retail	facilities	(if	applicable)		

• A	description	on	how	the	department	will	educate	and	outreach	to	the	public	on	safe	disposal	practices		

• Detailed	priorities	for	the	plan	over	the	next	five	years		

• Administration	of	a	Mail-Back	order,	if	applicable	

• Compliance	with	federal	regulations	on	collection	and	disposal	of	unwanted	medications	

Cost	to	fund	the	program	can	be	administered	through	a	tax	on	every	prescription	medication	supplied	

to	 the	 state	 or	 through	 an	 annual	 funding	 grant	 provided	 by	 the	 Pharmaceutical	 Industry.	 	 It	 is	 the	

responsibility	of	the	DRSA	to	report	the	effectiveness	of	the	program	to	the	state	legislature	and	for	the	

legislature	to	determine	the	frequency	of	the	reporting	(i.e.	quarterly,	mid-year,	annually,	etc.).		

	

In	both	options	2	and	3,	the	U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA)	would	monitor	the	activities	of	

state	disposal	programs.	 	 If	a	PSO	 incurs	more	 than	 three	penalties	 in	one	year	by	 the	DRSA,	 the	EPA	

would	enforce	sanctions	against	the	organization.			

Criteria	and	Evaluation	
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Effectiveness	and	Administrative	Feasibility	

Current	policies	are	not	enough	to	reduce	the	harmful	side	effects	caused	by	improper	drug	disposal,	as	

evidenced	by	the	rise	of	prescription	drug-related	emergency	room	visits	among	teens	and	the	emerging	

traces	of	pharmaceuticals	found	in	our	water	system.		With	the	new	health	care	law	and	the	potential	

increase	of	pharmaceuticals	available	to	consumers,	 local	government	programs	and	annual	DEA	take-

backs	 cannot	 alone	 successfully	 reduce	 the	 effects	 of	 improper	 drug	 disposal.	 	 Furthermore,	

implementation	 and	 regulatory	 oversight	 of	 such	 programs	 cost	 money	 and	 local	 governments	 are	

financially	unable	 to	meet	 the	demands	of	consumers	 for	more	disposal	 sites.	 	Without	more	support	

from	the	pharmaceutical	industry,	future	drug	disposal	trends	are	expected	to	get	worse.				

	

In	 administering	 an	 effective	 drug	 disposal	 program,	 both	 the	 government	 and	 members	 of	 the	

pharmaceutical	industry	have	been	shown	to	be	equally	capable.		In	1997,	British	Columbia	instituted	a	

product	stewardship	program	requiring	pharmaceutical	companies	to	develop	collection	programs	that	

take	back	and	dispose	of	expired	and	unused	mediations.16		The	cost	of	the	program	is	fully	paid	by	the	

pharmaceutical	industry	while	British	Columbia	acts	as	the	regulatory	agent.		This	concept	of	“Extended	

Producer	Responsibility”	assigns	no	fee	to	consumers	to	dispose	of	their	medications	or	pharmacies	who	

decide	to	host	bins	(though	some	increased	cost	may	be	passed	along	 in	the	form	of	higher	prices	for	

medication).	 	 With	 its	 implementation,	 British	 Columbia	 has	 successfully	 increased	 the	 amount	 of	

returned	products	to	pharmacies	by	26%	from	2011	to	2012.		If	a	Single	Provider	policy	is	adopted,	the	

pharmaceutical	industry	should	be	able	to	administer	a	national	drug	disposal	program.		

	

Locally,	 San	Francisco	County	administers	 its	own	program	 through	 the	Department	of	Environmental	

Health.		Partnerships	between	13	independent	pharmacies	and	10	police	stations,	in	a	year,	has	allowed	

San	 Francisco	 to	 collect	 17,142	 pounds	 of	 expired	 and	 unwanted	 medications	 to	 be	 incinerated.	 	 A	

sample	of	472	pounds	was	extracted	from	the	returned	medications	and	revealed	that	approximately	72	

percent	were	 prescription	medications.17	 	 Yet,	 annual	 donations	 by	 the	 pharmaceutical	 industry	 help	

finance	 the	 program	and	 it	 is	 unclear	 if	 the	 same	 effectiveness	would	 be	 accomplished	without	 their	

support.	 	 If	 a	 Shared	 Cost	 policy	 is	 adopted,	 the	 state	 could	 use	 San	 Francisco’s	 program	 as	 an	

administrative	model	for	running	a	state-wide	program.		

	

																																																													
16	California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	(2012,	April	23).	British	Columbia	Product	Stewardship	Program:	Pharmaceuticals.	Sacramento,	CA:	

California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013,	from	http://calpsc.org/products/pharmaceuticals	
17	Kreisberg,	J.	(2013,	August	2).San	Francisco	Waste	Characterization	Study.	Berkeley,	CA:	Teleosis	Institute.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013,	from	

http://calpsc.org/products/pharmaceuticals	
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Efficiency	and	Equity	

It	 is	 important	 to	evaluate	efficiency	and	equity	when	analyzing	 the	alternatives.	 	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 local	

government	disposal	programs	are	not	enough	to	promote	the	above	goals.	Sabatini	(2013)	states	that	

San	Francisco	city	officials	are	presently	unsatisfied	with	current	take-back	operations	and	are	seeking	

long-term	 financial	 solutions	 for	 their	 program.18	 	However,	 a	 key	 question	 is	 should	 responsibility	 of	

funding	 a	 state	 disposal	 program	 fall	 exclusively	 on	 tax	 payers	 or	 should	 the	 pharmaceutical	 industry	

fund	or	at	 least	share	the	cost	of	 its	administration.	 	To	analyze	this	argument,	the	financial	 impact	to	

the	pharmaceutical	 industry	and	to	individual	states	in	administering	a	drug	disposal	program	must	be	

evaluated.		

	

According	 to	World	 Health	Organization	 (2013)	 the	 global	 pharmaceuticals	market	 is	 currently	worth	

$300	billion	a	year19	and,	in	response	to	the	ACA’s	implementation	in	January,	its	revenue	is	expected	to	

increase	by	$35	billion	over	the	next	decade.20	Therefore,	could	the	pharmaceutical	 industry	fully	fund	

and	operate	a	national	disposal	program	as	described	 in	 the	Single	Provider	Policy	 and	 is	 it	 fair	 given	

potential	economic	risks?			

	

PHARMA’s	 2013	 Biopharmaceutical	 Research	 Industry	 Profile	 outlines	 the	 industry’s	 spending	 on	

Research	and	Development	and	total	sales.		In	2012,	they	brought	in	approximately	$295	billion	dollars	

in	 revenue.21	 	 Sixteen	 percent	was	 spent	 on	 Research	 and	 Development	 (R&D),	 both	 in	 the	 U.S.	 and	

abroad,	including	cost	of	salaries,	materials,	supplies,	manufacturing	of	drugs,	and	contracted	or	granted	

funds	to	laboratories	or	educational	institutions	for	research	purposes.		This	calculation	did	not	include	

“cost	of	routine	quality	control	activities,	capital	expenditures,	or	any	costs	incurred	for	drug	or	medical	

R&D	 conducted	 under	 a	 grant	 or	 contract	 from	 other	 companies	 or	 organizations”	 or	 the	 costs	 of	

promoting	 drugs.	 	 This	 leaves	 about	 $247	 billion	 in	 profit,	 less	 the	 unincluded	 costs.	 	 Based	 on	 this	

analysis,	 the	pharmaceutical	 industry	can	 financially	support	a	nation-wide	drug	disposal	program	and	

remain	profitable.	 	 In	 British	 Columbia	 there	 are	 8.2	million	people	who	dispose	of	 their	medications	

under	a	program	fully	funded	by	the	pharmaceutical	industry.22It	costs	the	industry	$430,340	thousand	a	

																																																													
18	Sabatini,	J.	(2013,	August	9).	San	Francisco	finds	funding	to	extend	drug-disposal	program.	Retrieved	October	27,	2913,	from	

http://www.sfexaminer.com/sanfrancisco/san-francisco-finds-funding-to-extend-drug-disposal-program/Content?oid=2540240	
19	World	Health	Organization.	(2013).	Trade,	foreign	policy,	diplomacy	and	health:	Pharmaceutical	Industry.	Retrieved	from	

http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story073/en/	
20Japsen,	B.	(2013).	“Obamacare	Will	Bring	Drug	Industry	$35	Billion	in	Profits.”	Forbes	Magazine	5	May	2013.	Retrieved	from	

http://www.forbes.com/sites/brucejapsen/2013/05/25/obamacare-will-bring-drug-industry-35-billion-in-profits/	
21	PHRMA.	(2013).	2013	Profile	Biopharmaceutical	Research	Industry.	Pg.	60.	Washington,	DC:	PHRMA.	Retrieved	from	

http://phrma.org/sites/default/files/pdf/PhRMA%20Profile%202013.pdf	
22	California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	(2012,	April	23).	British	Columbia	Product	Stewardship	Program:	Pharmaceuticals.	Sacramento,	CA:	

California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013,	from	http://calpsc.org/products/pharmaceuticals	
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year	 to	 operate	 the	 program	 and	 there	 has	 been	 no	 reported	 increased	 medication	 costs	 to	 the	

consumer.23	If	a	similar	program	is	adopted	in	the	United	States,	annual	costs	are	expected	to	be	around	

16.5	to	26.5	million	dollars,	considering	the	population	size	and	standard	of	 living	of	the	United	States	

compared	to	Canada.24	25	This	makes	up	0.005	to	0.01	percent	of	the	industry’s	current	total	sales.	

	

In	 terms	 of	 the	 Shared	 Cost	 Policy,	 individual	 states	must	 generate	 revenue	 to	 support	 a	 state-wide	

disposal	program,	which	means	increased	taxes.		However,	a	tax	on	consumers	can	lead	to	less	spending	

on	goods	and	services,	ultimately	driving	down	economic	activity	and	generating	less	revenue	for	state	

programs.		Additionally,	some	state	governments	are	currently	trying	to	recover	from	debt,	and	lack	the	

revenue	to	fund	and	administer	a	new	program.		When	predicting	potential	costs,	a	new	drug	disposal	

program	can	be	 financially	 compared	 to	an	existing	 recycling	program.	 	 For	 instance,	 in	California	 the	

collection	of	household	hazardous	waste	(batteries,	sharps,	and	paint,	etc.)	costs	taxpayers	$16	million	

($0.42/per	person)	a	year.26		With	additional	support	from	the	pharmaceutical	industry,	costs	could	be	

leveraged	 for	 a	 drug	 disposal	 program	without	 placing	 a	 significant	 burden	 on	 taxpayers.	 	 For	 states	

smaller	than	California,	costs	for	running	such	a	program	would	be	less.		

	

Recommendation	

Based	on	the	above	analysis,	it	is	recommended	that	the	federal	government	adopt	the	Single	Provider	

Policy.	Although	both	policies	are	effective	in	administering	a	drug	disposal	program,	the	Single	Provider	

Policy	is	predicted	to	be	more	efficient	at	meeting	the	above	goals.		There	is	less	of	a	financial	risk	to	the	

industry	 compared	 to	 the	 economic	 impact	 a	 Shared	 Cost	 would	 have	 on	 state	 resources.	 	 Current	

annual	revenue	by	the	pharmaceutical	industry	plus	projected	revenue	from	the	ACA	will	generate	more	

than	enough	money	to	exclusively	fund	and	administer	a	nation-wide	drug	disposal	program.	Society	will	

benefit	 extensively	 and	 outcomes	 from	 the	 program	 will	 outweigh	 any	 financial	 loss	 to	 the	

																																																													
23	Laur,	G.	(2014,	March	2).	Drug	Take-Back	Bill	Faces	Opposition.	Retrieved	May	11,	2014,	from	

http://www.californiahealthline.org/insight/2014/drug-takeback-bill-faces-opposition?view=print	
24	Standard	of	living	was	determined	by	the	Levy	Institute	of	Economic	Well-being	(LIMEW)	measurement	tool	which	computes	“gross	money	

income…noncash	government	transfers,	public	consumption,	income	from	wealth,	and	household	production,	and	nets	out	all	personal	
taxes.”		It	estimates	Canada’s	LIMEW	as	7	percent	lower	than	the	United	States.			

25	Wolff,	E.,	Zacharia,	A.,	Thomas,	M.,	Selcuk,	E.,	Andrew,	S.	&	Hazell,	E.	(2012).	A	Comparison	of	Inequality	and				Standards	in	Canada	and	the	
United	States	Using	an	Expanded	Measure	of	Economic	Well-Being.	Retrieved	April	1,	2014	from	
http://www.levyinstitute.org/pubs/wp_703.pdf	

26	California	Product	Stewardship	Council.	(2013).	Pharmaceuticals.	Retrieved	October	27,	2013,	from						
http://calpsc.org/products/pharmaceuticals	
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pharmaceutical	industry.		They	may	however	oppose	the	recommended	policy	and	challenge	its	legality	

in	court.		
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Oakland	Chinatown	-	Displacement	Vulnerability	and	the	Ethnic	

Economic	Enclave	

By	Beki	McElvain	

	

Low-income	 immigrant	 enclaves	 are	 particularly	 susceptible	 to	 displacement	 as	 a	 result	 of	

transportation-oriented	development	(TOD)	projects	in	their	urban	neighborhoods.	Too	often,	economic	

revival	 projects	 have	 failed	 to	 recognize	 this	 risk,	 despite	 steps	 taken	within	 the	 planning	 process	 to	

promote	 equitable	 development.	 	 The	 relationship	 between	 redevelopment	 and	 displacement	 is	

especially	 important	 to	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 in	 light	 of	 the	 increase	 in	 affluent,	 mostly	 white,	 young	

professionals	flocking	to	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area	since	the	2011	“tech	boom.”		

Plans	 to	develop	 the	area	around	 the	 Lake	Merritt	BART	 station	will	 affect	 the	 very	heart	of	Oakland	

Chinatown.	 The	 Station	 Area	 Plan	 includes	 housing	 and	 development	 that	 promises	 to	 improve	

economic	outcomes,	but	 in	doing	so	will	attract	a	new	demographic	of	 residents.	 	While	 the	project’s	

Draft	 Environmental	 Impact	Report	 (DEIR)	 argues	 that	population	displacement	 is	 “not	 (a)	 significant”	

risk,	opponents	of	the	plan	cite	research	that	concludes	otherwise.	In	fact,	redevelopment	on	the	scale	

of	 this	 project	 has	 historically	 resulted	 in	 displacement	 of	 low-income	 communities	 of	 color	 and	

immigrant	populations.	Chinatowns	have	been	especially	susceptible	to	this	phenomenon.		

This	 paper	 begins	 with	 an	 historical	 view	 of	 ethnic	 economic	 enclaves,	 their	 importance,	 and	 their	

unique	 vulnerabilities	 to	 displacement.	 Two	 case	 studies	 illustrate	 similarly	 susceptible	 communities	

both	 before	 and	 after	 major	 redevelopment	 projects,	 providing	 comparisons	 for	 analyzing	 the	

vulnerability	of	Oakland	Chinatown.	The	paper	concludes	with	an	equity	analysis	of	the	proposed	Lake	

Merritt	 BART	plan	 based	on	displacement	 indicators	 identified	 in	 those	 case	 studies.	 	Ultimately,	 this	

analysis	 will	 help	 to	 answer	 the	 question,	 “How	 can	 redevelopment	 in	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 provide	

economic	growth	and	revitalization	and	still	preserve	the	homes,	economic	vitality,	and	cultural	heritage	

of	the	immigrant	community	there?”	

Oakland	Chinatown	

Oakland	 Chinatown	 is	 a	 vibrant	 low-income	 immigrant	 neighborhood.	 In	 2008,	 the	 City	 of	 Oakland	
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began	proposals	for	the	Lake	Merritt	BART27	Station	Area	Plan	(LMBSAP),	and	intends	to	build	a	transit-

oriented	village	at	the	current	Lake	Merritt	station	site.	The	purpose	of	redevelopment	at	the	site	is	to	

connect	 several	 adjacent,	 but	 very	 different	 neighborhoods.	 Of	 these	 service	 areas,	 the	 high-end	

waterfront	 condos	 of	 Jack	 London	 Square	 and	 the	Warehouse	 District	 stand	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	

bustling	 enclave	 of	 the	 country’s	 third	 largest	 Chinatown.	 An	 ideal	 development	 plan	 for	 the	 BART	

station	would	benefit	both	communities	equally,	supporting	economic	growth	and	expansion	of	service	

without	changing	the	character	of	the	Chinatown	community.		

Current	 development	 plans	 for	 the	project	 area,	 officially	 called	 the	 “plan	 area,”	 threaten	 to	displace	

Chinatown	 residents.	 The	 complex	 vulnerabilities	 of	 the	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 community	 include	 an	

active	ethnic	enclave	economy,	 low-income	 residents,	 seniors	and	 children,	 and	an	 intangible	 cultural	

heritage.	 Each	 of	 these	 groups	 could	 be	 negatively	 impacted	 by	 the	 LMBSAP	 and	 the	 proposed	

alternatives	in	the	Draft	Environmental	Impact	Report	(DEIR).		

Research	Methods	

The	 impact	 of	 revitalization	 projects	 on	 ethnic	 economic	 enclaves	 has	 been	 well	 documented	 in	

academic	 research	 and	 throughout	 media	 sources.	 Using	 peer	 reviewed	 research,	 case	 analysis,	 and	

urban	economic	models;	 I	 collected	data	on	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	processes.	Quantitative	

data	that	precedes	this	report	was	used	to	measure	and	compare	against	the	 information	gathered	 in	

the	field.		

The	 ethnic	 economic	 enclave	 of	 Chinatown	 in	 Oakland	 was	 defined	 by	 seeking	 intersections	 of	

population	density,	mode	of	 transportation	 to	work	 and	work	place.	Also	 included	were	employment	

trends	for	enclave	residents	by	analyzing	U.S.	Census	data	for	sectoral	specialization;	where	>%5	of	the	

enclave	population	 is	 employed	 in	 a	particular	occupation.	 For	 the	purposes	of	 this	 paper,	 the	ethnic	

enclave	 of	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 includes	 the	 following	 U.S.	 Census	 tracts	 for	 Alameda	 County	 in	

California:	

	

	

	

																																																													
27	Bay	Area	Rapid	Transit,	or	BART,	provides	transportation	access	by	heavy	rail	in	the	San	Francisco	Bay	Area	(www.bart.gov).	
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4030,	4031,	4032/9832,	and	4033.		

	

Figure	1.	Chinatown	Ethnic	Enclave	

These	tracts	extend	beyond	the	neighborhood	boundaries	of	Chinatown	but	best	capture	the	extent	of	

the	enclave	as	an	economic	and	ethnic	sector	of	Oakland.	These	data	were	mapped	to	produce	a	clear	

enclave	 delineation	 of	 the	 high-concentration	 areas	 this	 report	 aims	 to	 analyze	 for	 vulnerability	 to	

displacement.		

Fieldwork	

Qualitative	 data	 was	 acquired	 through	 field	 notes	 and	 contact	 with	 key	 groups	 of	 residents	 and	

community	 leaders.	A	 small	 sample	of	 residents	 (less	 than	5)	 in	Oakland	Chinatown	were	 interviewed	

using	 a	 prepared	 questionnaire	 in	 which	 subjects	 were	 asked	 specific	 questions	 about	 development	

projects,	consumer	behaviors,	local	preferences,	and	concerns	about	their	neighborhood.	In	addition	to	

collecting	data	about	displacement	risk	and	anticipation	from	interviewees,	surveys	included	questions	

about	cultural	values,	heritage,	and	sense	of	place.	

The	 fieldwork	 aspect	 is	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 this	 study	 because	 it	 provides	 access	 to	 real	 people,	

observable	culture,	and	community	preference	in	the	district	being	scrutinized.	Because	the	community	
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I	 collected	 data	 for	 is	 typically	 monolingual	 (speaking	 only	 Cantonese	 or	 Mandarin),	 translation	 was	

sought	 and	 provided	 from	 APEN	 and	 other	 community	 members.	 Through	 these	 contacts	 and	 this	

process,	 the	 cultural	 experience	 of	 residents	 before,	 during,	 and	 after	 development	 projects	 in	 their	

neighborhoods	was	determined	for	analysis.		

Case	Studies	

This	 report	 utilized	 three	 case	 studies	 to	measure	 the	 impact	 of	 transit-oriented	 development	 (TOD)	

projects	 on	 displacement.	 Two	 specific	 locations	 with	 cross-comparative	 likenesses	 to	 Oakland	

Chinatown	were	 analyzed	 in	 addition	 to	Oakland	 Chinatown	 and	 the	 Lake	Merritt	 BART	 Station	 Area	

Plan,	which	is	analyzed	in	the	third	case	study.		

Using	specific	criteria	(identified	in	Part	II.	Case	Studies)	to	determine	outcome	success	or	failure,	these	

studies	 include	 TOD	 projects	 in	 low-income,	 and	 low-income	 ethnic	 communities	 that	 have	 either	

undergone	or	are	currently	anticipating	major	development	projects	within	their	vicinities.	The	criteria	

used	 to	 select	 these	 sites	 were	 racial	 composition,	 median	 household	 income,	 and	 presence	 of	 a	

development	at	or	around	a	public	transportation	hub.	

The	case	studies	analyzed	for	this	report	are:	

The	Central	District	Urban	Renewal	Plan	(1969)	was	 implemented	 in	what	 is	now	called	Old	Oakland,	

adjacent	to	Oakland	Chinatown,	consisted	of	office	and	retail	space	accessible	to	transit,	and	is	the	site	

of	the	largest	redevelopment	project	ever	undertaken	in	the	city’s	downtown	area.		

The	Fruitvale	Transit	Village	Project	(1995)	 is	a	TOD	project	at	the	BART	station	that	serves	the	Latino	

ethnic	 enclave	 of	 Fruitvale,	 and	 consists	 of	 largely	 retail	 and	 residential	 development	 accessible	 to	

transit.		

The	 Lake	Merritt	 BART	 Station	 Area	 Plan	 (2014)	 is	 a	 large	 scale	 TOD	 consisting	 of	mixed-use	 retail,	

residential,	 and	 retail	 development.	 This	 Plan	 is	 currently	 under	 environmental	 review	 and	 stands	 to	

impact	the	Oakland	Chinatown	community,	which	makes	up	the	major	portion	of	residents	living	within	

the	Plan	area.	

Analysis	includes	housing	outcomes,	for	which	United	States	Census	data	is	used	to	measure	success	or	

failure	 of	 a	 project	 to	 retain	 residents,	 avoid	 displacement,	 and	 promote	 economic	 growth	 without	

disturbing	 the	 cultural	 vitality	of	 the	original	 communities	 there.	Much	of	 the	data	 required	 for	 years	
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preceding	 the	 year	 2000	 was	 retrieved	 from	 the	 archival	 website	 National	 Historical	 Geographic	

Information	System	(NHGIS),	a	free	source	of	aggregate	U.S.	Census	and	GIS	spatial	data.	

Analysis	 relies	 heavily	 on	 historical	 information,	 but	 also	 accounts	 for	 community	 involvement	 during	

the	entire	development	process	 in	each	 case	 study	area,	noting	where	public	outreach	was	 robust	or	

poor,	 and	 taking	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 public’s	 relationship	 with	 the	 project	 into	 consideration	 when	

assessing	outcomes.	

Part	I.	A	History	of	Vulnerability	

In	1850,	 the	 first	ethnic	Chinese	began	 to	 settle	 in	San	Francisco.	Driven	by	a	combination	of	housing	

discrimination	and	agglomeration	of	 industry,	 immigrants	settled	 in	and	around	what	 is	now	the	city’s	

financial	district.	There,	 they	primarily	opened	and	operated	 laundries	and	employed	 family	members	

and	other	immigrants	from	within	that	community.	Because	of	this	localized	labor	market,	demand	for	

food	and	housing	grew	around	this	cluster	of	firms,	and	restaurants,	shops,	and	entertainment	venues	

were	established	as	the	community	of	ethnic	Chinese	grew	and	developed	into	the	largest	Chinatown	in	

the	country.28	

Oakland	Chinatown	was	relocated	several	times	before	reaching	its	final	location	as	an	exclusion	zone,	

where	 it	 exists	 to	 this	 day.	 Studies	 show	 that	 low-income	 communities	 of	 color	 in	 the	United	 States,	

which	 includes	 immigrant	 enclaves,	 are	 disproportionally	 at	 risk	 for	 displacement	 and	 other	 negative	

impacts	 by	 a	 large	 margin,29	 and	 a	 considerable	 portion	 of	 the	 Chinese	 contingent	 in	 California	 is	

considered	low	to	middle	income.30	

1a.	Displacement:	The	Social	Cost	of	Development	

Gentrification	 is	 an	 externality	 of	 redevelopment	 and	 so-called	 urban	 renewal	 projects.	 It	 describes	 a	

process	of	outside	influence	in	the	form	of	typically	white,	young,	middle-to-upper-class	newcomers	into	

an	 otherwise	 low-income	 community,	 which	 can	 lead	 to	 displacement	 of	 the	 original	 residents.	 The	

presence	of	these	outsiders	has	an	impact	on	property	taxes	and	rents	as	an	area	becomes	desirable	to	

a	more	 upwardly	mobile	 demographic,	 frequently	 causing	 original	 residents	 to	 be	 priced	 out	 of	 their	

own	neighborhoods.	Newcomers,	who	are	often	unconsciously	implicit	in	the	displacement	process	are	

																																																													
28	Abrahamson,	M.	(2006).	Urban	Enclaves:	Identity	and	Place	in	the	World	(2nd	Edition	ed.).	New	York,	New	York:	Worth	Publishers.	
29	Liu,	M.,	&	Geron,	K.	(2008).	Changing	Neighborhood:	Ethnic	Enclaves	and	the	Struggle	for	Social	Justice.	Social	Justice,	35(2),	18-35.	
30	U.S.	Census	Bureau.	(2010).	American	Fact	Finder:	Oakland,	CA.	Retrieved	February	28,	2014	
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therefore	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 a	 much	 larger	 economic	 disparity.	 Average	 incomes	 increase	 and	

communities	change	drastically	as	original	residents	are	displaced.		Economic	growth	of	this	kind	is	great	

for	 those	 who	 can	 afford	 to	 enjoy	 the	 positive	 externalities	 of	 neighborhood	 change.	 This	 growth	

frequently	comes	at	the	expense	of	the	existing	culture	of	a	place.	The	negative	externalities	of	change	

take	their	toll	on	culture	–	or	more	accurately,	on	intangible	heritage	–	and	are	a	devastating	side	effect	

of	community	displacement	that	puts	those	niche	economic	systems	at	risk	of	dispersal.31	

Based	on	assumptions	about	race,	class,	and	economic	behavior,	there	are	arguments	that	gentrification	

isn’t	 the	 adverse	 occurrence	many	 believe	 it	 to	 be.	 It	 is	 true	 that	 there	 are	 positive	 externalities	 to	

gentrification,	but	these	findings	don’t	always	take	into	account	the	limited	social	mobility	experienced	

by	individuals	living	in	low-income	communities	of	color	or	ethnic	enclaves,	nor	do	they	include	the	issue	

of	displaced	individuals	and	families.		

In	Oakland	Chinatown,	it	is	precisely	the	poor,	disabled,	and	elderly	population	that	is	most	at	risk,	and	

the	 possibility	 of	 rapid	 economic	 change	 could	 have	 devastating	 impact	 on	 the	 people	 and	 local	

economy.	An	ethnic	enclave	relies	on	economies	of	scale	 (density	and	co-ethnic	demand)	 for	balance,	

and	 the	 introduction	 of	 other	 preferences	 combined	with	 the	 exodus	 of	 any	 percentage	 of	 residents	

could	tip	the	scale	on	labor,	resources,	and	the	entire	local	market.	An	economic	enclave	needs	density	

to	exist,	and	anything	that	threatens	that	density	should	be	considered	a	negative	impact.	Families	and	

low-income	 people	 –	 disproportionately	 people	 of	 color	 and	 immigrants	 –	 are	 being	 dislocated	 from	

their	 communities	 either	 directly	 through	 legislation	 like	 the	 Ellis	 Act,32	 or	 indirectly	 as	 their	

communities	 change	 and	 grow,	 both	 economically	 and	 in	 population.	 The	 greater	 social	 costs	 of	

gentrification	are	complex	and	varied.	There	are	economic	and	cultural	resources	specific	to	low-income	

immigrant	communities	that	are	particularly	susceptible	to	displacement	through	development.		

1b.	Displacement	and	Transit	Oriented	Development	(TOD)	

Investment	 in	 development	 around	 transit	 is	 a	 rising	 trend	 in	 the	 development	 sector.	 	 The	 positive	

outcomes	 of	 transit	 oriented	 development,	 or	 TOD,	 are	 numerous.	 From	 the	 environmental	 to	 the	

																																																													
31	Gotham,	K.	(2001).	A	City	without	Slums:	Urban	Renewal,	Public	Housing,	and	Downtown	Revitalization	in	Kansas	City,	Missouri.	(I.	American	

Journal	of	Economics	and	Sociology,	Ed.)	American	Journal	of	Economics	and	Sociology,	Vol.	60(1).	
32	The	Ellis	Act	is	a	California	state	law	that	allows	landlords	to	evict	tenants	and	terminate	leases	in	the	interest	of	selling	the	property	either	in	

full	or	in	part.	The	code,	Section	7060	–	7060.7,	states	that	“No	public	entity,	as	defined	in	Section	811.2,	shall,	by	statute,	ordinance,	or	
regulation,	or	by	administrative	action	implementing	any	statute,	ordinance	or	regulation,	compel	the	owner	of	any	residential	real	
property	to	offer,	or	to	continue	to	offer,	accommodations	in	the	property	for	rent	or	lease,”	etc.		
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economic,	focusing	controlled	development	around	transit	access	can	produce	hubs	that	support	 jobs,	

commerce,	and	healthy	lifestyles.33	

There	 are	 negative	 externalities	 to	 TOD,	 however.	 Local	 government	 and	 community	 interest	 in	

developing	transportation	infrastructure	is	a	key	indicator	of	pre-gentrification.	As	a	rule,	more	access	to	

housing	and	consumer	centers	has	an	 increasing	effect	on	population.	 In	already	densely	packed	 low-

income	areas,	 transportation	 investments	may	provide	 immediate	access	benefits	 to	proximal	existing	

communities,	 but	 often	 conversely	 open	 areas	 up	 to	 drastic	 neighborhood	 change	 as	 places	 become	

more	accessible	to	outside	influence.34		

New	 renters	 and	homebuyers	 in	 urban	 areas	 value	public	 transit.	 This	 is	 the	defining	benefit	 of	 TOD.	

Transit-accessible	low-income	areas	essentially	provide	affordable	housing	for	the	middle-class	and	first	

time	 homebuyers,	which	makes	 gentrification	 inevitable	 as	 young	 people	 and	middle-income	 earners	

flock	 to	 urban	 environments.	 Environmental	 concerns	 and	 a	 paradigm	 shift	 in	 work	mentality	makes	

commuting	 unappealing	 and	 the	 suburban	 sprawl	 famous	 in	 post-war	 1950s	 less	 desirable	 to	 the	

middle-earner	demographic,	who	have	a	vested	 interest	 in	 lowering	fossil	 fuel	consumption	as	well	as	

individual	transportation	costs.	People	want	healthy,	accessible	neighborhoods,	but	this	can	come	at	a	

cost	to	existing	low-income	residents.	

1c.	Displacement	Susceptibility	Model	

Displacement	 in	 a	 gentrifying	 community	 can	 be	 identified	 by	 taking	 data	 snapshots	 of	 a	 particular	

geography	 over	 time	 and	 calculating	 any	 decrease	 in	 a	 low-income	 minority	 population	 over	 time,	

noting	any	 increases	 in	population	of	an	outside,	typically	non-minority	group.	While	this	 is	enough	to	

show	neighborhood	 change,	 extrapolating	 causation	 and	 correlation	 is	more	 complicated.	 This	 report	

identifies	 five	 key	 indicators	 of	 community	 susceptibility	 to	 displacement	 because	 of	 TOD	 projects.	

These	 are	 to	be	 considered	with	 those	 snapshots	both	 in	Oakland	Chinatown	and	 in	 the	 related	 case	

studies.		

1.	High	Density	and	an	Ethnic	Enclave	Economy	

Ethnic	 enclaves	 are	highly	 vulnerable	 to	displacement.	 Ethnic	 communities	 develop	 around	 firms	 that	

meet	 their	 unique	 preferences.	 Because	 firms	 themselves	 tend	 to	 cluster	 around	 intermediate	 inputs	

																																																													
33	Chapple,	K.	(2009).	Mapping	Susceptibility	to	Gentrification:	The	Early	Warning	Toolkit.	The	Center	for	Community	Innovation	(CCI),	City	and	

Regional	Planning.	UC	Berkeley.	
34	Ibid.	
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and	 each	 other,	 these	 preferences	 drive	 the	 density	 and	 co-ethnicity	 of	 ethnic	 economic	 enclaves	

(Chinatowns	 are	 a	 notable	 example	 of	 this	 pattern).	 The	 pattern	 is	 reinforced	where	members	 of	 an	

ethnic	group	are	less	socially	mobile;	they	tend	to	be	more	spatially	confined.	This	confinement	creates	

protected	markets	 in	which	 co-ethnic	 commerce	 takes	place.	 Ethnic	economies	as	 they	exist	 in	urban	

enclaves	are	able	to	do	so	only	under	very	specific	conditions.		

The	 most	 important	 of	 these	 conditions	 is	 co-ethnicity	 in	 employment,	 which	 occurs	 when	 a	 firm	

employs	workers	 of	 the	 same	 ethnicity	 as	 the	 employer.	 This	 arrangement	 supports	 a	 community	 of	

people	with	shared	heritage	who	work	and	 live	within	 the	same	enclave,	a	 shared	 labor	pool	and	 the	

sharing	of	intermediate	inputs.35		This	is	coupled	with	sectoral	specialization,	or	goods	that	are	typical	of	

an	enclave	and	inherent	to	the	market	within	that	enclave.36	

2.	Low-income	and	Elderly	Residents		

Low-income	and	elderly	residents	in	a	neighborhood	are	disproportionately	susceptible	to	displacement.	

Often,	residents	are	both,	being	poor	and	senior	citizens.	Further,	because	many	residents	are	foreign-

born,	or	worked	their	whole	 lives	 in	the	U.S.	for	cash	wages	(outside	of	the	FICA	system37),	they	often	

have	 no	 Social	 Security	 benefits	 to	 retire	 on.	 For	 these	 reasons,	 lower	 incomes	 are	 common	 in	

populations	over	65	in	ethnic	economic	enclaves.38	Those	who	are	living	in	affordable	housing	might	be	

protected	by	 certain	eviction	 clauses,	but	 residents	on	 fixed	 incomes	 stand	 to	 see	 the	amenities	 they	

rely	on	replaced	by	higher-end	businesses	as	their	neighborhood	experiences	economic	growth.	Crime	

and	blight	might	be	reduced,	but	services	and	groceries	could	become	unaffordable.	

3.	Lower	Educational	Attainment	and	Monolingualism	

Another	 indicator	of	 susceptibility	 to	displacement	 is	 the	 level	of	education	a	demographic	group	has	

achieved.	Often,	 language	and	 income	limitations	negatively	 impact	the	ability	of	 immigrant	groups	to	

attend	or	complete	school.	Subsequently,	lower	educational	attainment	hinders	social	mobility	outside	

of	 the	 core	 group	 –	 especially	 for	 those	who	 spend	 their	 lives	 in	 co-ethnic	 enclaves.	 Because	 of	 this,	

																																																													
35	O'Sullivan,	A.	(2009).	Urban	Economics	(7th	Edition	ed.).	New	York,	New	York:	McGraw-Hill/Irwin.	
36	Light,	I.,	Sabagh,	G.,	Bozorgmehr,	M.,	&	Der-Martirosian,	C.	(1994,	February).	Beyond	the	Ethnic	Enclave	Economy.	Social	Problems,	41(1	

Special	Issue	on	Immigration,	Race,	and	Ethnicity	in	America),	65-80.	
37	The	Federal	Insurance	Contributions	Act	(FICA)	requires	6.2%	and	1.45%	be	taxed	on	employee	income	to	pay	into	Social	Security	and	

Medicare;	eligibility	for	Social	Security	benefits	upon	retirement	is	based	on	previous	contributions	to	the	system.	
38	Whitman,	K.,	Reznik,	G.,	&	Shoffner,	D.	(2011,	November	11).	Who	Never	Receives	Social	Security	Benefits?	Social	Security	Bulletin,	71.	
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displacement	from	an	enclave	can	be	more	severely	detrimental	for	a	monolingual	immigrant	with	little	

or	no	formal	education	than	for	a	person	who	is	able	to	communicate	in	English	or	is	more	educated.39	

4.	High	Rentership	Rate	and	Rent	Burden	

One	of	the	best-understood	indicators	of	neighborhood	change	is	rentership.	This	rate	of	purchase	and	

preference	 is	 often	 the	 first	 thing	 to	 change	 with	 other	 aspects	 of	 a	 neighborhood.	 The	 premise	 is	

simple:	When	economic	growth	occurs,	various	other	functions	of	that	growth	(crime,	access,	schools,	

etc.)	make	an	area	more	desirable	 in	which	to	 live.	This	perpetuates	 investment	 in	 the	neighborhood,	

often	in	the	form	of	better	or	upgraded	housing	options.	What	follows	is	an	influx	of	renters	able	to	pay	

more,	which	rapidly	 raises	 the	average	rent	 in	an	area	exponentially,	until	at	 some	point,	 the	housing	

stock	 is	only	affordable	to	 those	willing	 to	pay	more.	Displacement	risk	 is	especially	high	 for	 residents	

who	spend	30%	or	more	of	 their	 income	on	housing.40	Renters	 in	this	category	typically	don’t	have	as	

many	 options	 as	 higher	 income	 earners,	 and	 could	 be	 forced	 to	 leave	 a	 changing	 neighborhood	

completely	if	evicted	or	otherwise	displaced.		

5.	Low	Cultural	Sustainability		

Cultural	 sustainability	 is	what	 I	 call	 an	 “invisible	 indicator.”	 A	 community’s	 culture	 often	 exists	 in	 the	

form	of	 intangible	heritage	–	 like	 language,	shared	history,	 religion,	 festivals,	and	collective	memory	–	

and	can	be	hard	to	measure.	Still,	cultural	heritage	 is	an	 intrinsic	factor	of	community	susceptibility	to	

displacement.	 Ethnic	economic	enclaves	are	bonded	by	heritage	–	both	 tangible	and	 intangible	–	and	

become	vulnerable	when	shared	cultural	values	are	threatened	by	outside	preferences.		

Ethnic	 communities	 in	 the	 U.S.	 sprang	 from	 foreign	 cities,	 towns,	 and	 villages	 with	 resource-based	

economies	that	are	defined	by	centuries	of	cultural	normativity.	Many	of	these	economies,	both	in	local	

enclaves	and	among	groups	abroad,	have	experienced	a	shift	toward	tourism-based	economies	because	

of	fetishization	of	“exotic”	or	“foreign”	goods,	which	results	in	an	enclave’s	heritage	being	commodified	

at	 the	 expense	of	 authentic	 culture.	 Tourism,	while	 a	 significant	 revenue	 generator,	 often	 appears	 to	

celebrate	culture	and	tradition	by	opening	an	enclave	to	the	outside	world.	But	tourism	is	less	protective	

of	 culture	 than	 it	 is	 destructive41	 when	 it	 replaces	 an	 economy	 based	 on	 shared	 heritage	 with	 an	

																																																													
39	Light,	I.,	Sabagh,	G.,	Bozorgmehr,	M.,	&	Der-Martirosian,	C.	(1994,	February).	Beyond	the	Ethnic	Enclave	Economy.	Social	Problems,	41(1	

Special	Issue	on	Immigration,	Race,	and	Ethnicity	in	America),	65-80.	
40	Chapple,	K.	(2009).	Mapping	Susceptibility	to	Gentrification:	The	Early	Warning	Toolkit.	The	Center	for	Community	Innovation	(CCI),	City	and	

Regional	Planning.	UC	Berkeley.	
41	Wong,	W.-h.,	&	Liao,	D.	(2008).	Traditions	and	Heritage	in	Tai	Po.	
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economy	 that	 sells	 heritage.	 This	 points	 to	 specific	 vulnerability	 for	 each	 case	 study,	 and	 will	 be	

measured	using	different	indicator	examples	in	each	one.	

Part	II.	Case	Studies		

In	 the	 full-length	 version	 of	 this	 report,	 three	 case	 studies	 were	 analyzed	 for	 susceptibility	 to	

displacement	based	on	these	indicators.	The	case	studies	include	Oakland	Chinatown,	which	is	the	focus	

of	 this	 report,	 as	well	 as	 two	geographically	and	 socio-economically	 comparable	 study	areas:	Oakland	

City	Center	and	the	Fruitvale	Transit	Village.	Summaries	for	those	comparable	study	areas	can	be	found	

in	the	following	sections,	followed	by	the	full-length	study	of	Oakland	Chinatown.	

Summation	of	Analysis	for	Case	Study	I:	Oakland	City	Center	

The	 City	 Center	 project	 displaced	 many	 people	 during	 is	 initial	 phase,	 and	 created	 unprecedented	

commercial	space	in	an	otherwise	low-income	residential	area.	The	application	of	office	and	retail	space	

had	a	considerable	 impact	on	the	population	density	of	the	area,	making	City	Center	and	Old	Oakland	

unique	among	the	case	studies	 in	this	 report	 in	 that	 there	weren’t	very	many	people	 living	within	the	

study	area	after	project	was	implemented	until	relatively	recently.		

In	this	case,	community	involvement	was	more	reactive	and	less	collaborative	from	the	beginning	stages	

of	 the	 project.	 Organization	 could	 have	 included	 existing	 businesses,	 supportive	 residents,	 and	 called	

upon	neighborhood	leaders,	rather	than	simply	razing	those	blocks	and	destroying	an	historic	district	at	

the	core	of	Oakland’s	downtown.	While	it	is	possible	a	community-driven	approach	was	not	an	available	

option	 because	 there	 was	 not	 a	 contingent	 ethnic	 enclave	 in	 the	 area	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 project	

implementation,	 the	 project	 could	 have	 benefitted	 from	 a	 higher	 level	 of	 community	 involvement.	

Ethnic	enclaves	tend	to	organize	more	readily	and	have	a	 larger	stake	in	the	well-being	health	of	their	

neighborhoods.	 Still,	 the	 “urban	 renewal”	 so	 popular	 during	 this	 time	 period	 has	 been	 criticized	 as	

nothing	more	than	slum	clearing42	and	a	tool	for	heavy	handed	and	calculated	gentrification	of	blighted	

inner-city	areas.		

The	 income	and	racial	characteristic	data	 for	 the	study	area	suggests	 that	 residents	displaced	by	both	

the	 initial	 and	 the	 continued	 development	 of	 downtown	 Oakland	 likely	 relocated	 to	 a	 different	 low-

income	area	due	 to	a	 lack	of	other	 viable	options.	According	 to	 the	perceived	 spending	power	of	 the	

																																																													
42	Gotham,	K.	(2001).	A	City	without	Slums:	Urban	Renewal,	Public	Housing,	and	Downtown	Revitalization	in	Kansas	City,	Missouri.	(I.	American	

Journal	of	Economics	and	Sociology,	Ed.)	American	Journal	of	Economics	and	Sociology,	Vol.	60(1).	
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average	resident	 living	 in	the	plan	area	 in	the	 late	1960s	and	early	1970s,	there	would	have	been	few	

housing	options	outside	of	other	low-income	housing	in	other	areas.	This	indicator	implies	a	dislocation	

effect	 that	 simply	moves	 one	poor	 community	 to	 another,	 and	 suggests	 a	 strong	need	 for	 affordable	

housing	in	the	immediate	viscinity	of	downtown.	

Summation	of	Analysis	for	Case	Study	II:	Fruitvale	Transit	Village	

The	 low-income,	 rent	 burdened,	 minority	 community	 of	 Fruitvale	 is	 considered	 susceptible	 to	

displacement.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 construction	 of	 a	 Transit-Oriented	 Development	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 the	

neighborhood	 did	 not	 result	 in	 displacement,	 and	 the	 community	 was	 able	 to	 derive	 added	 benefits	

from	 the	 development	 in	 their	 area.	 With	 the	 help	 of	 the	 Unity	 Council,	 the	 residents	 of	 Fruitvale	

responded	directly	to	the	issues	that	threatened	to	displace	them	when	the	project	was	first	proposed	

in	 the	 early	 1990s.	 They	 took	 action	 and	 worked	 together	 to	 change	 the	 project’s	 goals,	 and	 even	

advocated	for	a	community-focused	anchor	tenant	for	the	plan	site,	eventually	successfully	securing	La	

Clinica	de	la	Raza.			

The	decision	to	establish	the	Fruitvale	Business	 Improvement	District	 (FBID)	contributed	greatly	to	the	

success	of	 the	model.	The	FBID	provides	 the	 framework	necessary	 to	sustain	 the	positive	elements	of	

the	final	project	and	a	continuous	community	voice	for	new	revitalization	goals	in	the	neighborhood.	

Because	of	this	collective	influence,	and	because	the	final	Fruitvale	Transit	Village	project	incorporated	

the	needs	of	the	Fruitvale	community,	this	report	finds	the	project	to	be	a	strong	model	for	successful	

TOD.	

Case	Study	III:	Oakland	Chinatown	

The	Lake	Merritt	BART	Station	Area	Plan	(2014)	

The	purpose	of	this	case	study	is	to	evaluate	the	potential	impact	of	the	Lake	Merritt	BART	Station	Area	

Plan	on	 the	 surrounding	 community,	most	 of	which	 is	 home	 to	 a	majority	 population	of	 Chinese	 and	

Asian	immigrants.	Using	the	indicators	and	the	outcomes	of	the	prior	two	case	studies,	Old	Oakland	and	

Fruitvale,	this	report	will	assess	the	susceptibility	of	Oakland	Chinatown’s	residents	to	displacement	and	

provide	recommendations	to	mitigate	that	vulnerability	in	Part	III	of	this	report.	
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Indicator	1.	Density	and	Population	Characteristics	

The	racial	composition	has	changed	over	time	in	Oakland	Chinatown,	but	while	there	has	been	a	small	

influx	 of	 other	 Asian	 ethnicities,	 particularly	 over	 the	 1990s,	 Chinese	 people	 remain	 the	 dominant	

population	 within	 the	 enclave,	 and	 continue	 to	 grow	 in	 number.	 The	 culture	 of	 Chinatown	with	 still	

overwhelmingly	Chinese,	but	there	are	more	instances	of	co-ethnically	owned	and	operated	restaurants	

and	other	businesses	that	represent	a	distinctly	separate	Asian	presence	in	the	enclave.	Perhaps	this	is	

also	 due	 to	 the	 “family-chain-network”	 characteristic	 of	 immigration	 so	 common	 or	 Chinese	 people,	

who	tend	to	move	to	where	relatives	and	existing	social	groups	are	already	located.43	

The	Chinese	immigrant	community	is	clustered	around	firms	that	supply	goods	and	services	specific	to	

the	preferences	of	the	people	there.	Conversely,	the	enclave	itself	provided	a	shared	labor	pool	 in	the	

form	of	 firm	owners’	 family	members	and	other	 co-ethnic	workers	 from	 the	community.	 Few	 left	 the	

enclave	 unless	 it	 was	 to	 engage	 is	 trade	 or	 commerce	 specifically	 targeting	 outside	 patrons.	 From	

Oakland	 Chinatown’s	 early	 days,	 grocery	 suppliers,	 shrimpers,	 and	 laundrymen	 provided	 supplies	 for	

locally	owned	and	operated	restaurants	and	households,	and,	 in	turn	patronized	the	same	restaurants	

and	went	 home	 to	 residences	 within	 the	 community	 in	 a	 supply	 and	 demand	 cycle	 typical	 of	 ethnic	

economic	enclaves.	

Today,	a	majority	of	people	living	in	the	enclave	walks	to	work	or	use	some	form	of	public	transportation	

or	 taxi	 if	 they	 do	 not	 work	 from	 home.	 	 Of	 these,	 11%	 are	 business	 owners	 or	 managers.	 In	 fact,	

management	makes	up	41%	of	the	occupations	held	by	residents	living	within	the	enclave,	which	could	

refer	to	any	number	of	retail,	professional,	or	restaurant	ventures	in	Chinatown.	Another	10%	make	up	

professional	workers	(non-management),	most	of	who	are	teachers	or	computational	service	employees	

working	 in	 educational	 fields.	 Food	 preparation	 makes	 up	 another	 10%	 of	 occupations	 within	 the	

enclave,	which	may	include	groceries,	restaurants,	and	other	food	services.	Nearly	11%	provide	health	

and	 personal	 care	 services,	 and	 16%	 provide	 office	 and	 sales	 services.	 Of	 the	 ethnic	 Chinese	 people	

living	 in	 the	 same	 area,	 49%	work	 in	 these	 fields	within	 the	 enclave	 itself,	 traveling	 less	 than	 1	mile	

either	on	foot	or	by	public	transportation	to	get	to	work.44	

Informal	interviews	and	field	observations	showed	that	the	majority	of	residents	purchased	goods	and	

services	 within	 the	 boundary	 of	 the	 enclave,	 participating	 in	 the	 market	 as	 both	 suppliers	 and	

consumers	 on	 the	 same	 block.	 For	 example,	 the	 woman	 who	 works	 as	 a	 hairdresser	 will	 purchase	
																																																													
43	Zhou,	M.	(1992).	Chinatown:	The	Socioeconomic	Potential	of	an	Urban	Enclave.	New	York,	New	York:	Temple	University.	
44	U.S.	Census.	(2005-2009).	American	Community	Survey.	
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groceries	 at	 a	 produce	 supplier	 walking	 distance	 from	 her	 shop,	 and	 later	 may	 participate	 in	 tai	 chi	

(exercise)	with	a	contingent	of	other	community	members	 in	Lincoln	Park.	 In	turn,	the	man	who	owns	

the	laundry	might	have	his	hair	cut	at	her	shop,	and	both	the	grocer	and	the	hairdresser	patronize	his	

store.	 For	 the	mostly	monolingual	 residents,	 there	 is	 a	 comfort	 in	 clustering.	 Patrons	 are	 likely	 to	 all	

speak	 the	 same	 language	and	possess	 the	 same	 collective	memory	and	heritage.	 This	 combination	of	

quantitative	and	anecdotal	data	shows	a	possible	correlation	between	the	needs	of	the	market	and	the	

geographical	location	of	those	businesses.	

Because	many	 of	 the	 people	 living	 in	Oakland	 Chinatown	 are	 considered	 low-income	 residents,45	 the	

balance	 of	 cost	 and	 supply	 remain	 very	 important.	 It	 is	 density	 that	 solidifies	 a	 sense	 of	 community	

identity	in	ethnic	districts,	and	density	that	designates	the	marketplace.	The	present	population	to	land	

area	 ratio	 in	Oakland	Chinatown	 comes	 to	 around	 8226	 ( ).	 This	 has	 increased	

from	the	past	thirty	years,	and	has	changed	with	the	demographic	makeup	of	the	community	as	more	

Asian	ethnicities	have	found	a	home	in	the	enclave,	and	an	increasing	number	of	young	people	look	to	

Oakland	for	their	housing	needs.46		

Indicator	2.	Resident	Age	and	Income	

Oakland	 Chinatown	 is	 home	 to	 nearly	 5,000	 residents	 of	 Asian	 descent.47	 Of	 the	 ethnic	 Chinese	

residents,	who	make	up	62%	of	the	mostly	Asian	population	in	Chinatown,	8.8%	are	children	under	14	

years	old,	and	27.8%	are	residents	over	the	age	of	65.48	A	substantial	31.3%	of	the	total	neighborhood	

population	consists	of	people	living	at	or	below	the	poverty	threshold.49			

It	 will	 come	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	much	 of	 the	 rental	 stock	 in	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 is	 designated	 senior	

housing.	Major	housing	structures	for	seniors	are	located	throughout	the	Webster	St.,	Franklin	St.,	and	

Harrison	St.	corridors,	and	centers	 like	Hong	Fook50	and	Asian	Health	Services	(AHS)	provide	necessary	

																																																													
45	U.S.	Census	Bureau.	(2008-2012).	American	Fact	Finder,	Community	Facts.	
46	Ibid.	
47	Ibid.	
48	U.S.	Census	Bureau.	(2010).	American	Fact	Finder:	Oakland,	CA.	Retrieved	February	28,	2014	
49	U.S.	Census	Bureau.	(2008-2012).	American	Fact	Finder,	Community	Facts.	
50	Adult	day	programs	at	Hong	Fook	offer	daytime	care	for	frail	seniors	in	a	comfortable	group	setting.	Often	serving	as	an	alternative	to	nursing	

home	care,	programs	provide	social	and	health	services,	engaging	activities,	gentle	exercise	and	meals,	and	transportation	assistance	
(http://www.adsnac.org)	
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services	 and	 transportation	 to	 neighboring	 facilities.	 Very	 few	 of	 the	 elderly	 in	 Chinatown	 drive,	 and	

prefer	to	walk	or	rely	on	family	members	to	transport	them	instead.51		

Indicator	3.	Educational	Attainment	and	Language	

Monolingualism,	while	typical	of	ethnic	enclaves,	can	serve	as	a	major	setback	for	individuals	who	wish	

to	participate	 in	the	greater	 labor	market.	Assimilation	 is	hindered	most	by	many	Chinese	 immigrants’	

inability	to	speak	English,	which	 in	 itself	 inhibits	work	outcomes	outside	of	the	enclave	more	than	any	

other	factor.52	 In	Oakland	Chinatown,	63.6%	of	residents	are	monolingual,	speaking	only	Cantonese	or	

Mandarin	dialects	of	Chinese.53			

Similarly,	 education	 plays	 a	 role	 in	 the	 success	 of	 immigrants	who	 venture	 outside	 of	 the	 enclave	 to	

work.	Those	individuals	with	a	higher	level	of	education	tend	to	find	work	at	a	higher	rate	of	pay,	and	to	

move	from	the	working	class	to	the	professional	class	more	easily.54		

In	 Oakland	 Chinatown,	 17%	 of	 residents	 have	 not	 completed	 the	 9th	 grade,	 11%	made	 it	 to	 12th	 but	

didn’t	graduate,	and	only	14%	obtained	bachelor’s	degrees.	This	is	not	surprising	for	an	ethnic	enclave	of	

immigrants,	as	many	were	originally	farmers	or	tradesmen	before	immigrating.		

Indicator	4.	Rentership	Rate	and	Rent	Burden	

In	 Oakland	 Chinatown,	 only	 28.4%	 of	 housing	 units	 are	 owner	 occupied,	 compared	 to	 the	 71.6%	 of	

homes	occupied	by	renters	in	the	enclave,	in	which	tenants	are	more	susceptible	to	eviction	regulations	

(U.S.	Census	Bureau,	2010).	Displacement	risk	 is	high	 in	Oakland	Chinatown,	where	an	estimated	near	

half	of	the	population	is	burdened	by	a	rate	of	rent	at	or	exceeding	35%	of	median	household	income.	

This	 estimate	 is	 in	 line	with	 housing	market	 trends	 throughout	 the	 region,	 and	 especially	 reflects	 the	

rapid	rate	of	unaffordability	in	the	Bay	Area.	

Based	on	a	1980	data	snapshot,	rent	burden	has	gone	up	for	Oakland	Chinatown	residents,	presumably	

with	the	market	rate	of	housing.	There	is	a	slight	dip	in	the	percentage	of	rent-burdened	households	in	

2000,	from	36%	to	34%	of	households.		

																																																													
51	Mr.,	P.,	&	Mrs.,	P.	(2014).	(B.	McElvain,	Interviewer)	
52	Zhou,	M.	(1992).	Chinatown:	The	Socioeconomic	Potential	of	an	Urban	Enclave.	New	York,	New	York:	Temple	University.	
53	City	Data.	(2012).	City-Data,	Oakland	Chinatown.	Retrieved	April	14,	2014,	from	City-Data:	http://www.city-

data.com/neighborhood/Chinatown-Oakland-CA.html	
54	Light,	I.,	Sabagh,	G.,	Bozorgmehr,	M.,	&	Der-Martirosian,	C.	(1994,	February).	Beyond	the	Ethnic	Enclave	Economy.	Social	Problems,	41(1	

Special	Issue	on	Immigration,	Race,	and	Ethnicity	in	America),	65-80.	
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The	 rise	 in	 1990	 from	 27%	 to	 36%	 could	 be	 explained	 by	 the	 development	 of	 adjacent	 Jack	 London	

Square,	where	market-rate	 and	 luxury	 condominiums	 have	 been	 become	 common	 for	 the	 area	 since	

that	time.	Jack	London	Square	was	included	in	the	study	area	for	Chinatown	because	of	its	proximity	to	

the	enclave	and	the	high	(now	lower)	population	of	Chinese	and	other	Asian	immigrants	living	within	the	

tract	over	the	past	30	years.	

Indicator	5.	Cultural	Sustainability	

Among	the	diaspora	in	U.S.	Chinatowns,	cultural	heritage	is	a	casualty	of	development.	Once	persecuted	

and	made	to	live	in	ghettos	in	squalid	conditions,	Chinese	immigrant	communities	now	experience	a	sort	

of	celebration	of	their	culture.	U.S.	Chinatowns	generate	a	substantial	portion	of	income	from	tourism,	

and	much	of	this	is	the	result	of	a	deliberate	effort	to	generate	revenue	for	whole	cities.55		

Like	the	old	villages	in	China,	resource	based	economies	in	the	largest	enclaves	have	been	replaced	with	

tourist	economies,	in	which	old	traditions	have	been	replaced	with	new	ones	that	literally	capitalize	on	

heritage.	 The	 most	 precious	 cultural	 values	 are	 now	 shared	 among	 the	 co-ethnic	 community,	 while	

shops,	 shows,	 and	 festivals	 are	 greatly	 exaggerated	 version	 of	 true	 heritage,	 and	 draw	 crowds	 from	

outside	the	enclave	to	spend	and	 invest	 in	 the	community.	As	Oakland	begins	 to	 take	on	more	of	 the	

overflow	 from	 the	 exploding	 population	 in	 San	 Francisco’s	 constrained	 forty-nine	 square	 miles,	

development	sites	 in	the	downtown	area	become	likely	spots	for	economic	growth.	The	area	is	transit	

adjacent,	affordable,	and	close	to	commute	routes.	These	are	elements	of	positive	change,	but	also	of	

urbanization	–	which	has	had	a	negative	impact	on	heritage	both	in	less-developed	countries	and	in	low-

income	areas	at	home.		

Summation	of	Analysis	for	Case	Study	III	

The	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 area	 is	 highly	 vulnerable	 to	 displacement.	 The	 income,	 age,	 language,	 and	

cultural	 heritage	 indicators	 especially	 are	 evidence	 of	 this	 vulnerability.	 	 Any	 transit-oriented	

development	 in	 the	proximity	of	 the	enclave	could	 immediately	displace	 residents	 forced	 to	move,	or	

displace	them	over	a	longer	term	by	attracting	a	different	demographic	to	the	enclave	to	live	in	housing	

adjacent	 or	 walking	 distance	 to	 the	 BART	 station.	 Rapid	 economic	 change	 could	 dissipate	 the	 tightly	

woven	ethnic	enclave	economy	of	the	neighborhood	to,	where	gentrification	could	price	out	the	people	

who	live	there.	

																																																													
55	City	and	County	of	San	Francisco.	(n.d.).	San	Francisco	General	Plan.	City	and	County	of	San	Francisco,	Planning	Department.	San	Francisco:	

City	and	County	of	San	Francisco.	
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The	 ethnic	 enclave	 of	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 and	 the	 Lake	 Merritt	 BART	 Station	 area	 do	 need	 to	 be	

revitalized	 to	 promote	 economic	 growth,	 reduce	 crime,	 and	 provide	 a	 better	 quality	 of	 living	 to	 the	

existing	community.	A	large	portion	of	Oakland	Chinatown	is	low-income.	While	the	case	study	showed	

that	 this	 is	 largely	 tied	 to	 educational	 attainment,	 monolingualism,	 and	 the	 prevalence	 of	 seniors,	

revitalization	 of	 the	 neighborhood	 could	 have	 a	 positive	 effect	 and	 improve	 these	 outcomes	 if	

development	is	appropriately	targeted	to	the	existing	community.		

Part	III.	Final	Analysis	and	Recommendations	

Status	Quo:	The	Lake	Merritt	Bart	Station	Area	Plan	(LMBSAP)	

The	Lake	Merritt	BART	Station	Area	Plan	proposes	to	increase	modes	of	non-automobile	travel,	increase	

housing	 stock,	 increase	 jobs,	provide	 services,	and	“support	 the	cultural	and	demographic	diversity	of	

existing	businesses	and	residents.”56	The	goal	of	the	project	is	to	generate	interest	in	new	public	projects	

and	economic	development	in	Oakland	around	TOD.	

I	spoke	with	a	long-time	resident	of	Oakland	Chinatown,	an	elderly	man	named	Haibo	Pan,	and	his	wife,	

who	 I	 know	 only	 as	 “Mrs.	 Pan,”	 in	 an	 effort	 to	 understand	 their	 needs	 and	 concerns	 about	 the	

neighborhood	changing.	In	a	formal	interview	and	with	the	help	of	a	translator,	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Pan	shed	

light	on	the	needs	of	Chinatown	residents.	Of	the	many	topics	covered,	some	major	themes	stood	out:	

culture,	 crime,	 traffic,	 and	 other	 environmental	 concerns.	Mr.	 and	Mrs.	 Pan	moved	 to	 Oakland	 from	

China,	and	have	lived	in	Oakland	Chinatown	for	25	years.	They’ve	both	worked	in	restaurants	just	after	

immigrating,	and	have	held	 trade	 jobs	 since	 then,	although	 they’re	now	retired.	Mr.	Pan	worked	as	a	

mechanic	and	Mrs.	Pan	worked	as	a	seamstress,	a	job	she	enjoyed	very	much.		

The	Pans,	 typical	 residents	of	Oakland	Chinatown,	have	 seen	 the	area	change	and	grow,	and	have	an	

interest	 in	 keeping	 the	 neighborhood	 accessible	 to	 older	 Chinese	 immigrants	 like	 themselves.	 Their	

community,	their	safety,	and	the	public	space	around	the	BART	station	is	 important	to	them,	and	they	

rely	on	the	space	to	remain	consistent	in	order	to	meet	their	needs.	They	expressed	that	any	changes	to	

this	access	would	be	devastating.	The	Pans,	like	many	of	their	neighbors,	depend	on	this	open	space	to	

congregate.	

The	Pans	are	representative	of	a	 larger	community	voice.	The	City	Center	case	showed	an	 inequitable	

																																																													
56	The	City	of	Oakland.	(2014).	Lake	Merritt	Station	Area	Plan:	Specific	Plan	for	the	Area	Around	the	Lake	Merritt	BART	Station.	Retrieved	April	

14,	2014,	from	http://www2.oaklandnet.com/Government/o/PBN/OurServices/Plans/DOWD008198	
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planning	process	 in	which	development	didn’t	 consider	 the	needs	of	existing	 residents	or	account	 for	

gentrification	trends.	Conversely,	the	LMBSAP	seems	to	have	taken	the	needs	of	the	community	into	its	

scope,	 but	 there	 are	 still	 risks	 closely	 tied	 to	 the	market	 and	 housing	 trends	 that	 dominate	 the	 San	

Francisco	bay	Area.	The	Fruitvale	case	study	shows	a	development	that	works	to	bring	economic	growth	

to	 the	 existing	 community,	 while	 also	 allowing	 for	 expansion	 and	 absorption	 of	 middle-class	

homeowners	looking	to	purchase	or	rent	affordable	housing.		

The	LMBSAP	will	be	far	more	equitable	 if	 it	 incorporates	the	key	points	of	this	model.	Specifically,	this	

report	 suggests	 three	 key	 alternatives	 not	 intended	 to	 function	 on	 their	 own,	 but	with	 the	 LMBSAP.	

These	alternatives	are	1.	Affordable/senior	housing	at	the	plan	site;	2.	A	Business	Improvement	District	

(BID);	3.	A	community-focused	anchor	tenant	at	the	station	development	site.	

Alternative	1:	Affordable/Senior	Housing	at	Plan	Site	

The	 prevalence	 of	 senior	 residents	 in	 the	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 enclave	 calls	 for	 appropriate	 housing	

consideration	as	a	part	of	any	development.	Because	seniors	make	up	such	a	large	portion	of	residents,	

it	 is	 important	to	accommodate	that	population	at	 that	plan	site.	The	actual	cost	of	adding	affordable	

senior	housing	to	the	development	site	is	unknown.	However,	shifting	the	target	demographic	for	new	

housing	development	 should	not	 increase	 costs	 to	 the	plan.	 Senior,	 low-income	 residents	will	 benefit	

directly	from	this	addition	to	the	project,	which	will	allow	many	to	upgrade	to	newer	housing	adjacent	

to	transit.	

Alternative	2:	Oakland	Chinatown	Business	Improvement	District	(OCBID)	

The	Fruitvale	case	study	showed	numerous	effective	and	equitable	outcomes	that	supported	the	goals	

of	 both	 the	 developers	 and	 the	 community	 as	 the	 Fruitvale	 Transit	 Village	 was	 implemented.	 One	

successful	 element	 developed	by	 the	Unity	 Council	 in	 the	 last	 stages	 of	 the	 Fruitvale	 Transit	 Village’s	

implementation	was	the	establishment	of	the	Fruitvale	Business	Improvement	District	(FBID).		

The	 FBID	 comes	 at	 a	 cost	 to	 business	 owners	 in	 the	 community,	 who	 are	 levied	 a	 tax	 based	 on	 a	

percentage	 of	 annual	 property	 tax	 assessment.	 This	 levy	 is	 pooled	 and	 then	 dedicated	 to	 the	

revitalization	of	the	 immediate	neighborhood.	Oakland	Chinatown	residents	that	were	 interviewed	for	

this	report	expressed	an	interest	in	improved	amenities,	cleaner	public	spaces,	and	lowered	crime	–	all	

of	which	 are	 likely	 and	 feasible	 outcomes	 of	 BIDs	 based	on	 successful	models	 like	 Fruitvale.	 Business	

owners	and	residents	will	reap	the	most	benefit	from	a	BID.	Taxes	assessed	for	a	BID	will	provide	funds	
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for	 revitalization,	 marketing,	 streetscape	 improvements,	 enhanced	 security,	 and	 an	 overall	 better-

quality	environment	based	on	community	needs.		

Alternative	3:	Community-focused	Anchor	Tenant	

As	 outlined	 in	 the	 Fruitvale	 case	 study,	 there	 were	 many	 driving	 factors	 behind	 the	 success	 of	 the	

Fruitvale	Transit	Village.	The	decision	to	build	the	mixed-use	retail	and	residential	development	with	La	

Clinica	de	la	Raza	as	the	anchor	tenant	was	one	of	the	major	contributors.		

Chinatown	 could	 conceivably	 produce	 the	 same	 positive	 outcome	 by	 naming	 a	 community-focused	

tenant	 to	 lease	 anchor	 space	 in	 the	 mixed-use	 development	 at	 the	 Lake	 Merritt	 BART	 Station	

development	 site.	Asian	Health	 Services	 (AHS)	 is	 a	 local	 health	and	advocacy	organization	 that	 serves	

over	 24,000	 patients,	 90%	 of	 whom	 do	 not	 speak	 English.	 Because	 of	 the	 organization’s	 service	 and	

dedication	 to	 the	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 community	 since	 1974,	 AHS	 could	more	 successfully	 serve	 the	

community	 from	an	upgraded	and	more	 transit	accessible	 location.57	AHS	will	be	a	good	 fit,	however,	

any	tenant	that	serves	the	community	in	the	capacity	that	AHS	does	could	serve	as	a	successful	anchor	

in	the	mixed-use	development	at	the	Lake	Merritt	BART	Station	and	deserves	consideration.	

Trade-offs	

The	presented	alternatives	each	have	costs	and	benefits	to	the	community,	and	each	has	evaluated	for	

equity,	efficiency,	feasibility,	and	effectiveness.	An	equitable	alternative	project	will	ensure	community	

involvement	and	mitigate	displacement	of	Oakland	Chinatown	residents.	An	efficient	alternative	project	

will	 come	 at	 the	 lowest	 cost	 to	 the	 existing	 community	 members	 and	 local	 businesses.	 A	 feasible	

alternative	 project	 will	 be	 implemented	 without	 excessive	 political	 or	 financial	 barriers	 to	

implementation.	An	effective	alternative	will	encourage	economic	growth	and	development	that	meets	

the	needs	of	the	Chinatown	community.	On	a	scale	of	1.0	–	5.0,	these	are	ranked	according	to	the	above	

criteria,	where	a	score	of	 ‘5.0’	most	meets	the	requirements	of	the	criterion,	and	a	score	of	 ‘1.0’	 least	

meets	the	requirements	of	the	criterion.		

																																																													
57	Asian	Health	Services.	(2014).	Asian	Health	Services.	Retrieved	April	14,	2014,	from	http://www.asianhealthservices.org/	
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Figure	2.	Weighted	Alternatives	Matrix.	

Recommendation	

The	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 community	 was	 established	 both	 as	 a	 result	 of	 and	 in	 spite	 of	 racial	

discrimination	 of	 Chinese	 immigrants.	 Although	 the	 community	 was	 originally	 built	 on	 the	

marginalization	of	Chinese	immigrants,	the	neighborhood	has	grown	to	become	a	vibrant	ethnic	enclave	

of	festivals,	local	commerce,	and	shared	heritage.	Because	of	the	community’s	history,	it	is	necessary	to	

incorporate	community	needs	and	ideas	into	any	development	goals.	

Ultimately,	this	report	strives	to	answer	the	question,	“How	can	redevelopment	in	Oakland	Chinatown	

provide	economic	growth	and	revitalization	and	still	preserve	the	homes,	economic	vitality,	and	cultural	

heritage	of	the	immigrant	community	there?”	Each	of	the	proposed	alternatives	to	the	current	LMBSAP	

supports	inclusionary	planning	that	will	benefit	the	existing	community,	but	the	broader	policy	goal	is	to	

incorporate	 inclusionary	 policy	 into	 Oakland’s	 planning	 processes	 so	 that	 low-income	 and	 immigrant	

communities	are	at	the	forefront	of	the	development	process	rather	than	casualties	of	it.	Because	of	the	

case	study	results	and	the	goals	set	forth	in	this	report,	I	recommend	two	of	the	proposed	alternatives	

as	effective,	equitable,	and	feasible.	These	are	best	suited	to	accompany	the	LMBSAP,	which	scores	low	

on	the	matrix	in	its	anticipated	form.	

First,	 the	 LMBSAP	 should	 be	 accompanied	 by	 implementation	 of	 the	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 Business	

Improvement	District	(OCBID),	which	scored	a	‘4.5’	in	equity	and	a	‘5.0’	in	effectiveness	in	the	weighted	

alternatives	matrix.	The	Oakland	Chinatown	community,	like	the	Latino	community	in	Fruitvale,	is	made	

up	 of	 resilient,	 entrepreneurial	 people.	 The	 OCBID	 will	 grant	 necessary	 autonomy	 to	 neighborhood	
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leaders	and	allow	business	owners	to	invest	in	their	community	directly.	The	OCBID	will	prevent	outright	

gentrification	of	the	neighborhood	while	supporting	economic	growth.	

Second,	 the	 LMBSAP	 should	 incorporate	 affordable	 housing	 targeted	 to	 seniors,	 an	 alternative	 that	

scored	a	 ‘4.0’	 in	equity	and	a	 ‘3.5’	 in	effectiveness	 in	the	weighted	alternatives	matrix.	 If	developed	in	

tandem	 with	 market-rate	 housing,	 the	 community	 will	 be	 able	 to	 accommodate	 its	 substantial	 low-

income	senior	population	and	simultaneously	invest	in	the	vibrant	Oakland	Chinatown	neighborhood.		

The	 final	 proposed	 alternative,	which	 suggests	 securing	 a	 community-focused	 anchor	 tenant	 (such	 as	

Asian	Health	Services)	to	lease	a	main	portion	of	the	plan	space,	is	the	least	feasible	of	the	three.	While	I	

believe	that	the	presence	of	La	Clinica	de	la	Raza	at	the	anchor	spot	in	the	Fruitvale	Transit	Village	has	

been	both	symbolic	and	effective	in	mitigating	displacement,	the	costs	of	accommodating	a	large,	local	

service	organization	at	the	plan	site	aren’t	readily	determinable.	This	option	deserves	scrutiny	as	a	viable	

alternative	 to	accompany	 the	 LMBSAP,	 and	 I	 emphatically	 suggest	more	 research	on	 the	 feasibility	of	

implementing	a	community-focused	anchor	tenant	at	the	plan	site.	

Development	should	be	inclusionary	and	beneficial	to	existing	populations.	The	status	quo	fails	to	meet	

either	of	these	goals,	and	does	not	meet	any	of	the	equity	criteria	offered	in	this	report.	The	LMBSAP	in	

its	 current	 form	 will	 be	 extremely	 detrimental	 to	 the	 community	 of	 Oakland	 Chinatown	 unless	 it	 is	

enhanced	to	accommodate	the	specific	needs	of	the	neighborhood.		The	recommended	alternatives	are	

an	avenue	to	achieve	positive	results	for	the	neighborhood.	A	community-based	project	could	provide	

an	opportunity	for	the	LMBSAP	to	model	equitable	planning	on	a	regional	scale.	In	the	San	Francisco	Bay	

Area,	 where	 income	 and	 race	 are	 often	 directly	 proportionate	 to	 geography	 and	 quality	 of	 life,	 the	

impact	of	a	large-scale	collaborative	project	that	mitigates	displacement	would	not	be	a	small	one.	



																																																																																																								

	

African	American	Adolescent	Males:	Living	Stressfully	in	Alameda	

County	

By	Sharon	Robinson,	MPP	

“Being	male	and	black	in	Oakland	means	being	about	as	likely	to	be	killed	as	to	

graduate	from	high	school	ready	for	college.	“	

—Jill	Tucker,	San	Francisco	Chronicle		

	

African	 American	 adolescent	 males	 are	 affected	 by	 physical	 and	 emotional	 stressors	 that	 include	

“adverse	 experiences	 such	 as	 racism,	 poverty,	 incarceration,	 and	 the	 lack	 of	 positive	 emotional	

attachments”.58	 	 These	 young	 men	 are	 disproportionately	 impoverished,	 mis-	 and	 uneducated,	

unemployed	and	incarcerated.		This	condition	has	a	moral,	societal	and	economic	impact	on	the	nation	

that	manifests	itself	at	the	state	and	local	levels.		There	is	a	moral	issue	regarding	equity	for	these	young	

men.		It	is	necessary	“to	provide	opportunities	for	those	who	have	been	excluded	because	of	historical—

and	 current—structural	 barriers	 to	 equality”	 (Public	 Health	 Watch,	 2014).	 	 As	 President	 Obama	

admonishes,	 “[g]roups	 that	 have	 [historically]	 had	 the	 odds	 stacked	 against	 them	 in	 unique	

ways…require	unique	solutions”.59	

Outcomes	for	African	Americans	who	live	in	Oakland	or	greater	Alameda	County	are	consistent	with	the	

national	data	for	this	population.		In	Alameda	County,	one	in	three	African	American	residents	live	in	a	

high	 poverty	 neighborhood	 compared	 to	 one	 in	 fifteen	 white	 residents.	 According	 to	 the	 Alameda	

County	 Public	 Health	 Department,	 “African	 American	 households	 have	 the	 lowest	 incomes	 in	 the	

county,	at	only	51.6%	of	the	income	of	white	households.”60		African	American	youth	in	Alameda	County	

are	nearly	twice	as	likely	to	live	in	poverty	as	any	other	racial	or	ethnic	group	in	the	county.	An	African	

American	child	born	 in	 the	 flatlands	of	West	Oakland	has	a	 life	expectancy	 fourteen	years	 less	 than	a	

																																																													
58	Drexel	University	(2010).		Healthy	Communities	Matter:	The	Importance	of	Place	to	the	Health	of	Boys	of	Color.	Retrieved	from	

http://www.calendow.org/uploadedfiles/publications/bmoc/the%20california%20endowment%20-
%20healthy%20communities%20matter%20-%20report.pdf		

59	White	House	(2014).	My	Brother’s	Keeper:	Creating	Opportunity	for	Boys	and	Young	Men	of	Color.		Retrieved	from	
http://www.whitehouse.gov/my-brothers-keeper	

	
60	Alameda	County	Public	Health	Department	(ACPHD)	(2014).		Alameda	County	Health	Data	Profile,	2014,	Community	Health	Status	

Assessment	for	Public	Health	Accreditation.			Retrieved	from			http://www.acphd.org/media/350936/cha_data.pdf	
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white	child	born	 in	the	affluent	Oakland	hills.61	Alameda	County	homicide	rates	are	nearly	eight	times	

greater	 in	 high	 poverty	 neighborhoods	 compared	 to	 affluent	 neighborhoods.62	 Nearly	 86%	 of	 all	

Alameda	County	homicide	victims	were	males.	

Across	 the	board,	outcomes	 for	African	American	adolescent	males	 tend	to	 lag	behind	other	race	and	

ethnic	groups.		There	is	pervasive	educational	underachievement	of	African	American	male	students	in	

public	 schools	 throughout	 the	nation.	 	 This	 is	 a	 strong	 indicator	 that	 the	 system	has	 failed	 to	provide	

these	 young	men	with	 equal	 access	 to	 a	 quality	 education.	 	 In	 2009,	 the	 graduation	 rate	 for	 African	

American	 males	 in	 the	 Oakland	 Unified	 School	 District	 was	 49%.	 	 During	 this	 same	 period,	 the	

graduation	rate	for	white	males	was	72%	and	districtwide	it	was	61%	63.		

Among	all	groups	of	males	in	the	U.S.,	African	American	young	men	have	the	worst	health	outcomes.		If	

they	 live	beyond	 their	 adolescent	 years,	 adult	African	American	men	are	between	 two	and	 five	 times	

more	likely	to	be	hospitalized	for	hypertension,	diabetes	and/or	die	of	heart	disease,	stroke	or	cancer.	

They	have	 a	 greater	 risk	 of	 suffering	 from	undiagnosed	mental	 illness,	 such	 as	 depression	or	 anxiety.		

Being	subjected	to	chronic	racial	aggressions	exacerbates	these	conditions,	or	may	even	be	a	root	cause.	
64		

	The	 experience	of	 stressful	 living	 among	African	American	 adolescent	males	 has	 resulted	 in	 a	 loss	 of	

human	 capital	 and	 has	 a	 measureable	 negative	 effect	 on	 the	 gross	 domestic	 product	 (GDP).	 	 Some	

experts	 have	 equated	 this	 loss	 of	 human	 capital	 comparable	 to	 a	 “permanent	 national	 recession.”65	

Bringing	graduation	rates	for	this	group	up	to	the	national	average	for	a	single	year	could	have	earned	

“an	estimated	$5.3	billion	more	in	income,	generated	more	than	37,000	jobs	and	increased	GDP	by	$6.6	

billion.”66		

President	 Obama	 and	 his	 philanthropic	 and	 business	 colleagues	 seem	 to	 think	 the	 time	 has	 come	 to	

address	 this	 important	 issue.	 	 On	 February	 27,	 2014,	 President	 Obama	met	with	 stakeholders	 at	 the	

White	House	to	announce	the	 launch	of	the	My	Brother’s	Keeper	 Initiative.	 	The	 Initiative	 is	a	public	 -

private	partnership	that	aims	to	improve	life	outcomes	for	boys	and	young	men	of	color,	up	to	the	age	
																																																													
61	Alameda	County	Public	Health	Department	(ACPHD)		(2013).	How	Place,	Racism	and	Poverty	Matters	for	Health	in	Alameda	County	

[PowerPoint	slides].	Retrieved	from	www.acphd.org/social-and-health.../place-matters.aspx		
62	Alameda	County	Public	Health	Department	(ACPHD)	(2014).		Alameda	County	Health	Data	Profile,	2014.	
63	Oakland	Unified	School	District	(OUSD)	(2011).	Task	Force	Summary	Report,	African	American	Male	Achievement.		Retrieved	from	

http://thrivingstudents.org/sites/default/files/AAMASUMReport.pdf	
64	ACDPH,	Alameda	County	Health	Data	Profile,	2014;	ACDPH,	Youth	Health	&	Wellness,	2006;	OUSD,	Task	Force	Summary	Report,	2011.	
65	Oakland	Unified	School	District	(OUSD)	(2011).	Task	Force	Summary	Report,	African	American	Male	Achievement.		Retrieved	from	

http://thrivingstudents.org/sites/default/files/AAMASUMReport.pdf	
66	Civic	Enterprises	(2013).	Building	a	Grad	Nation.	American	Graduate.		Retrieved	from	http://www.americangraduate.org/about/about-the-

initiative.html	
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of	twenty-five.		During	his	address,	President	Obama	stated	that	the	nation	has	“become	numb	to	these	

[dismal]	statistics	[about	boys	and	men	of	color	and	are]	not	surprised	by	them.”67	 	He	further	asserts	

that	 we	 take	 them	 as	 the	 “expected	 norm	 [and	 an]	 inevitable	 part	 of	 American	 life,	 instead	 of	 the	

outrage	that	it	is.”68	

This	paper	aims	to	show	how	organizations	in	Alameda	County	are	working	to	break	the	cycle	of	stress	

and	negative	outcomes	that	have	plagued	this	community.		These	“promising	practices”	offer	hope	for	

dismantling	 the	 systemic	 inequalities	 that	 disadvantage	 African	 American	 adolescent	 males	 and	

improving	outcomes	across	the	country.			

The	Cycle	of	Stress	and	the	Loss	of	Human	Capital	

The	fact	that	African	American	males	are	not	able	to	fully	participate	in	society	is	a	problem	for	society	

as	a	whole.	 	Many	of	 these	young	males	have	dropped	out	of	high	school,	graduated	 illiterate,	or	not	

pursued	higher	education.	 	Some	 lack	the	necessary	skills	 to	participate	 in	 the	workforce.	 	Some	have	

criminal	 records	 that	 preclude	 them	 from	 employment.	 	 These	 conditions	 represent	 a	 loss	 of	 human	

capital.69	 	 Rather	 than	 being	 an	 asset	 to	 society	 (e.g.,	 a	 contributing	 tax	 paying	 citizen)	 the	 non-

contributing	 African	 American	 male	 is	 a	 liability	 (e.g.,	 requires	 government	 social	 services	 or	 is	

incarcerated).	 	Government	 intervention	 can	 serve	 to	mitigate	 the	 loss	of	human	capital	 and	have	an	

overall	net	gain	for	all	Americans	and	our	standing	in	the	global	economy.	

Stressors	 for	 African	 American	 adolescent	males	 can	 include	 adverse	 factors	 such	 as	 unsafe	 housing,	

financial	 insecurity,	 violent	 crimes	 and	 unfair	 treatment.	 	 These	 physical	 and	 psychological	 stressors,	

which	 may	 also	 include	 fear	 of	 racial	 discrimination	 and	 chronic	 micro-aggressions,	 such	 as	 racial	

profiling	across	socio-economic	strata,	can	trigger	stress-related	responses	such	as	high	blood	pressure,	

higher	 levels	 of	 stress-related	 hormones	 (e.g.,	 cortisol)	 and	 higher	 body	 mass	 index.70	 Exposure	 to	

chronic	stressors	put	young	African	American	men	at	risk	for	chronic	diseases,	such	as	heart	disease	and	

diabetes,	and	contributes	to	their	morbidity.71		African	American	male	life	expectancy	is	nearly	six	years	

																																																													
67	White	House	(2014).	My	Brother’s	Keeper:	Creating	Opportunity	for	Boys	and	Young	Men	of	Color.		Retrieved	from	

http://www.whitehouse.gov/my-brothers-keeper	
68	Ibid.	
69	Gruber,	Dr.	Jonathan	(2011).	Public	Finance	and	Public	Policy.	New	York:	Worth	Publishers.		
70	Public	Health	Watch	(PHW)	(2014).		Why	Racism	is	a	Public	Health	Issue.	Retrieved	from	

http://publichealthwatch.wordpress.com/?s=why+racism+is+a+public+health+issue	
71	Ibid.	
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less	than	white	males.			The	“Cycle	of	Stress”	shows	how	many	of	these	factors	interact	with	each	other.	
72	
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Figure	1.	The	Cycle	of	Stress	(after	Stokes,	2009)	

	

The	 cumulative	 effects	 of	 these	 factors	 reduce	 human	 potential	 and	 have	 a	 substantial	 social	 cost	 in	

terms	of	reduced	income	and	increased	public	benefits	and	public	safety	costs.		According	to	Levin	et	al.	

(2007),	the	public	savings	attributable	to	each	African	American	male	who	graduates	from	high	school	

would	amount	to	over	a	quarter	of	a	million	dollars.		The	cumulative	effects	are	large:	“simply	equating	

																																																													
72	Drexel	University.	Healing	the	Hurt:	Trauma-Informed	Approaches	to	the	Health	of	Boys	and	Young	Men	of	Color,	2009.	
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the	high	 school	graduation	 rate	of	black	males	with	 that	of	white	males	would	yield	public	 savings	of	

$3.98	billion”.	73	

Promising	Practices	in	Alameda	County	

Although	 the	quality	of	 life	 for	African	American	adolescent	males	 is	 rife	with	physical	 and	emotional	

stressors,	 there	 are	 results-driven,	 evidence-based	 interventions	 and	 smart	 practices	 that	 can	 have	 a	

positive	 impact	 on	what	 often	 appears	 as	 irredeemable.	 	 These	 promising	 practices	 offer	 competent,	

gender	 specific	 and	 culturally	 relevant	 approaches	 that	 build	 on	 the	 strengths	 of	 these	 young	 men.		

These	practices	utilize	trauma-informed	principles	and	restorative	justice	framing	so	as	to	“do	no	harm”	

and	 support	 “healing	 the	 hurt”	 for	 all	 involved.	 	 This	 proactive	work	 is	 delivered	without	 the	 stigma	

often	associated	with	delivery	of	more	mainstream	therapeutic	mental	health	services.74	

African	American	Male	 Achievement	 Initiative.	 	 AAMA	 is	 an	 initiative	 of	 the	Oakland	Unified	 School	

District	 (OUSD).	 	 The	 Initiative	 aims	 to	 reverse	 the	 academic	 and	 social	 inequities	 facing	 African	

American	 males	 in	 Oakland	 in	 seven	 key	 areas:	 the	 achievement	 gap,	 graduation	 rates,	 literacy,	

suspensions,	 attendance,	middle	 school	 holding	 power,	 and	 juvenile	 detention.	 	 Program	 staff	 works	

within	 various	 schools	 and	 the	 district’s	 operational	 systems	 to	 increase	 equity,	 improve	 cultural	

competency,	and	implement	practices	that	support	African	American	male	students.			

The	 Initiative	 includes	 the	 Manhood	 Development	 Program	 (MDP)	 classes	 specifically	 for	 African	

American	males	to	help	them	learn	how	to	be	successful	within	the	academic	environment	and	 larger	

society.	 	The	MDP	has	successfully	created	safe	spaces	 in	school	environments	 that	 these	same	youth	

have	often	found	to	be	hostile	and	uncaring.		Youth	participating	in	the	MDP	have	reduced	trauma	and	

improved	behavior	 issues	as	evidenced	by	an	 increase	 in	emotional	 intelligence,	critical	 thinking	skills,	

social	 acceptance	 and	 effective	 communication	 skills.	 	 Youth	 expressed	 a	 feeling	 of	 being	 more	

connected	to	the	school.			

School-Based	Behavioral	Health	Initiative.	This	Alameda	County	Health	Care	Services	Agency	Initiative	

promotes	the	social-emotional	development	of	all	students.		The	initiative	addresses	behavioral	health-
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related	barriers	to	learning	that	are	critical	to	supporting	student	health	and	alleviating	student	stress.		

It	 supports	 the	 broader	 mental	 health	 needs	 of	 the	 school	 through	 prevention	 initiatives,	 early	

intervention	 group	 supports,	 and	 intensive	 services	 for	 students.	 	 These	 school-based	 health	 centers	

have	served	to	increase	access	to	mental	health	services	among	groups,	such	as	African	Americans,	who	

are	reluctant	to	seek	needed	care.		More	than	a	third	of	the	populations	being	served	at	these	centers	

are	 African	 American	 students.	 	 Students	 utilizing	 school-based	 services	 were	 reported	 to	 show	

significant	 improvements	 in	 several	 areas,	 including	 anxiety	 or	 nervousness,	 depression	 or	 sadness,	

suicidal	ideation	or	attempt,	academic	performance,	defiant	behavior,	improved	feelings	of	connection	

to	others,	and	a	sense	of	empowerment	over	their	future.75		

Urban	 Peace	Movement.	 	Urban	 Peace	Movement	 and	 its	 partner,	 United	 Roots,	 an	 Oakland-based	

media	 arts	 center,	 created	 a	 gender-specific	 healing	 circle	 for	 young	 African	 American	 men	 called	

“DeterminNation”.		This	healing	circle	works	with	many	African	American	men	who	have	been	involved	

with	street	life,	gangs	or	the	criminal	justice	system.		These	circles,	which	seem	to	use	trauma-informed	

practices,	provide	wellness	work	void	of	the	stigma	that	is	often	associated	with	more	traditional	mental	

health	 healing	 practice.76	 	 A	 core	 concept	 of	 the	 program	 is	 “street	 intellectualism.”	 	 “Street	

intellectualism”	serves	as	a	foundation	to	honor	the	individual	cultural	strengths	and	lived	experiences	

of	these	young	men	to	help	them	learn	to	realize	their	power	and	self-worth.			

Lincoln	Child	Center	(LCC):		For	over	130	years,	the	Lincoln	Child	Center	has	been	working	with	children,	

youth	 and	 their	 families	 impacted	 by	 trauma	 and	 socioeconomic	 circumstances	 to	 move	 beyond	

challenges	to	become	more	resilient	and	successful	in	life.		LCC	provides	comprehensive	mental	health	

services,	 including	 school-based	 services	 in	 Alameda	 and	 Contra	 Costa	 Counties,	 to	 vulnerable	 and	

emotionally	 challenged	children	and	 families.	 	 LCC	staff	provides	a	 continuum	of	 care	 to	communities	

with	the	most	needs	in	an	effort	to	mitigate	issues	before	they	become	a	crisis.			

Common	Elements	

There	are	some	common	elements	among	the	aforementioned	promising	practices	that	are	 important	

to	consider	when	developing	a	policy	recommendation	that	would	effectively	support	African	American	

adolescent	males	 in	 reducing	stress	and	 trauma	 in	 their	 lives.	 	 Fragmented	services	do	not	holistically	
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support	African	American	adolescent	males	to	mitigate	stress	and	trauma.		It	is	important	that	any	new	

policies	and	interventions	include	the	following	elements:	

Cultural	 Relevancy:	 Acknowledge	 and	 address,	 through	 program	 practices,	 the	 African	 American	

culture.	 	African	American	males	must	be	engaged	 in	ways	 that	honor	how	they	experience	 life	as	an	

African	American.	

Gender	Relevancy:		Practices	include	socially	constructed	roles,	behaviors	and	attributes	that	our	society	

considers	 appropriate	 for	 masculine	 adolescents.	 	 Norms,	 regarding	 notions	 of	 masculinity,	 are	

important	to	emphasize	in	the	delivery	of	services	to	African	American	adolescent	males.			

Trauma	 Informed	 Approaches:	 Realization	 of	 the	 prevalence	 of	 trauma	 and	 how	 to	 recognize	 and	

respond	to	it	in	the	delivery	of	treatment	and	practices.		Program	practices	must	not	further	harm	young	

African	American	men	seeking	support	to	heal	from	trauma.		

Accessibility:	Ease	of	access	to	services	and	programs.		School-based	programs	are	the	most	accessible	

programs	 for	 school	 age	 youth.	 	 Accessibility	 can	 help	 to	 mitigate	 barriers	 to	 utilization	 of	 stress	

reduction	practices	among	this	population.		

Affordability:	 Provide	 services	 that	 are	 free	or	 low	 cost	 to	 program	participants.	 	Often,	 these	 young	

men	have	limited	resources.		Therefore,	it	is	imperative	that	services	be	delivered	free	or	at	very	modest	

cost	to	them.	

Capacity:		Ability	to	serve	the	targeted	African	American	adolescent	males	in	Alameda	County.		There	is	

a	great	need	for	stress	reduction	practices	and	 interventions	among	this	population.	 	There	must	be	a	

sufficient	number	of	qualified	service	providers	available	to	support	these	young	men.	

Expansion	 through	 Research:	Build	 on	 the	 evidence-based	 smart	 practices	 and	 expand	 the	 literature	

review	 regarding	 effective	 practices	 that	 support	 African	American	 adolescent	males	 to	 reduce	 stress	

and	trauma	in	their	lives;	this	includes	continuous	program	evaluation.	

The	Promising	Practices	Matrix	(Table	1)	summarizes	the	key	elements	of	the	programs	reviewed	above.		

The	policy	 recommendations	 cited	 are	 the	 key	elements	necessary	 to	provide	 a	more	 comprehensive	

approach	 to	 reducing	 stress	 and	 trauma	 among	African	American	 adolescent	males	 living	 in	Alameda	

County.	 	While	all	of	the	promising	practices	address	several	of	these	criteria,	none	as	yet	attain	them	

all.	
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Table	1.	Promising	Practices	Matrix	

	

Paths	Forward	

The	alarming	statistics	presented	about	African	American	males	should	be	received	as	an	immediate	call	

to	 local	 action.	 	 The	most	morally	 and	economically	prudent	 action	must	be	an	 investment	 in	human	

capital—the	 human	 capital	 of	 our	 African	 American	 male	 adolescents.	 	 These	 young	 men	 are	 living	

stressful	lives	as	they	fight	against	the	odds	to	acquire	a	chance	to	achieve	their	full	potential.			

Ultimately,	 all	 policy	 efforts,	 around	 this	 critical	 issue,	 should	 work	 to	 dismantle	 the	 systemic	 and	

societal	 structures	 that	 foster	 racial	discrimination,	 segregation,	privilege	and	 inequality.	 	However,	 in	

the	near-term,	policy	recommendations	must	be	actionable	and	serve	to	address	 immediate	adversity	

and	trauma	in	the	lives	of	African	American	adolescent	males.	

Building	 on	 the	 promising	 practices	 identified	 in	 Alameda	 County,	 I	 propose	 three	 recommendations	

that	will	support	their	well-being:			

1. Increase	 access	 to	 free	 or	 low-cost	 health	 and	 wellness	 services	 that	 recognize	 and	

honor	the	strengths	and	assets	of	young	African	American	males.		These	services	should	use	

trauma-informed	practices	 to	heal	 the	pain	 and	adversity	 that	many	of	 these	 young	men	

face	daily.			

2. Ensure	 that	all	program	offerings	provide	 these	young	men	with	 the	coping	strategies	

necessary	 to	 reduce	 the	 stress-related	 responses	 triggered	 by	 racial	 discrimination,	

inequalities	and	unsafe	communities.		This	should	include	culturally	relevant	mental	health,	

social-cognitive	and	wellness	practices.	

3. Support	the	efforts	of	local	stakeholders	to	expand	evidence-based	research,	especially	

around	non-clinical	Afrocentric	wellness	 strategies	and	 literature	 in	 this	area.	 	Continually	
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identify	innovative,	scalable,	and	effective	practices	and	policies.		Expand	empirical	research	

necessary	 to	 quantify	 the	 economic	 implications	 of	 stress,	 as	 a	 negative	 externality,	 on	

African	American	adolescent	males.			

	

When	taken	together,	these	recommendations	outline	a	strategy	to	support	these	young	men	to	make	

sustainable	progress	toward	optimum	well-being	and	full	participation	in	society	and	the	economy.		The	

path	forward	will	require	a	long-term	commitment	from	Alameda	County	stakeholders	(i.e.,	local	school	

districts,	 county	 behavioral	 health	 services,	 local	 nonprofits	 and	 the	 philanthropic	 community)	 to	

support	African	American	adolescent	males	to	improve	their	odds	for	well-being	and	success.			

As	 these	 young	 men	 become	 healthy,	 active	 members	 of	 society,	 they	 positively	 impact	 their	

communities	for	generations	to	come.	 It	 is	 in	our	economic	 interest	to	strategically	 invest	 in	nonprofit	

and	government	 interventions	and	evidence-based	 strategies	 that	 are	proven	 to	 increase	 life	 chances	

and	decrease	the	experience	of	stressors	for	disadvantaged	African	American	adolescent	males.	

	

	

	


