
August 31, 2016 

 

Dear Council Members, 

 

Thank you for scheduling a discussion of downtown planning options and community engagement 

strategies.  Planning Director Drummond Buckley has prepared an excellent comprehensive staff 

report.  As he points out, however, most of the decisions described will need to be made at a much later 

date.   

 

So where to begin?  My suggestion to you is to focus on the task areas entitled "Boundaries", "Process 

Options and Community Engagement Strategies" and "Stakeholder Engagement" and defer consideration 

of the other task areas described in the staff report.  

 

Downtown renewal requires an effective community engagement process that is based on a solid 

understanding of market realities.  A ULI Technical Assistance Panel (TAP) can create a realistic framework 

for an informed community discussion.  In response to staff's suggested process options, the TAP will 

examine the "existing situation, constraints, and opportunities", "engage stakeholders" by conducting 

initial interviews with Orinda's elected leaders, professional staff, planning commissioners, property 

owners, business owners, citizens and citizen group representatives, and make an "issue-focused 

presentation" that will include "best practice" renewal efforts and successes achieved in comparable 

communities. The TAP effort is circumscribed by questions that the Council will propose so that time spent 

is focused and relevant to Orinda. 

 

I urge you to discard the false choice of "bottom up vs. top down" that has been suggested by some.  A 

"bottom up" approach implies broad citizen input that will result in a large wish list un-informed by what's 

economically viable.  This is a prescription for chaos.  A "top down" approach implies an imposed plan 

from outside of the community.  It has been falsely associated with the range of suggestions, informed by 

diverse professional expertise in land use, market research, development strategy and public policy that a 

TAP can provide.  A TAP does not dictate to its client community. It provides information that is useful for 

a rational community-wide discussion that would necessarily follow. 

 

My recommended outcomes for the Council discussion are: 

 

1. Provide guidance on the options provided for boundaries, process and community engagement 

strategies, and stakeholder engagement; 

 

2. Request that staff design and recommend a community engagement process that begins with a ULI 

Technical Assistance Panel (TAP); 

 

3. Request that staff return with a draft TAP application including proposed questions and recommended 

interviewees. 

 

Thanks for considering the above comments as we begin a discussion critical for Orinda's future. 

 

Bob Burt 
30-year Orinda Resident 

 


