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Time for a Fresh Look at our Downtown 
 

Earlier this summer our City Council completed its work on the latest round of the state-mandated 

Housing Element as part of its overall land use plans. And with the considerable input and support of the 

Citizens Infrastructure Oversight Commission (CIOC), and many hard working concerned citizens, and city 

staff, the council has pushed ahead with the early stages of a road and drain repair plan. Having moved 

ahead on these critical and time consuming matters, the council now has the opportunity to begin anew 

what will no doubt be a very lengthy discussion about what kind of downtown our city will have in the 

coming decades. 

 

Plainly stated, our two prized downtown areas – the theater and the village districts – could benefit from 

some new and vibrant businesses and offices. On the theater side, the last new structure built was 

Theater Square, which to my memory was nearly 25 years ago. On the village side, aside from our 

marvelous Library and City Hall buildings, there haven't been any new private buildings built or had 

substantial exterior updating in about 40 years, since the “Vintage House” was constructed sometime in 

the mid-1970s (during the “disco”music era for those of us that remember).  

 

That's not to say all of our commercial structures are in poor condition or should be torn down. To the 

contrary, buildings like Orinda Motors and Casa Orinda connect us to the past and are in very good 

condition. But having buildings deteriorate and remain empty shells for years on end (i.e. Phairs) or 

remain vacant lots for 25 plus years (i.e. the vacant lot next to Phairs and the site of the former Mobil gas 

station in the village), are eyesores and are in need of our attention. Clearly, some kind of action is 

required in this area. 

 

Certainly, planning in our two downtown districts has to be done very thoughtfully and carefully. One idea 

might be to create a new “Downtown Specific Plan,” along the lines of what Lafayette did in the past 10 

years. That plan, which supplemented their general plan, was the product of nearly 10 years of planning 

and discussion between the neighborhood associations, city staff and council. The plan created the needed 

detail and structure for a creative development process, and gave rise to fresh new ideas.  

 

Another proposal, suggested by folks in Orinda Vision and supported by the Orinda Chamber of 

Commerce, would be to invite the Urban Land Institute (ULI) to form a Technical Assistance Panel (made 

up of multidisciplinary experts in planning, architecture, construction, governance, etc.) to provide some 

new ideas and the momentum needed to come up with some realistic solutions to this perplexing 

challenge. 

 

It’s probably safe to say that virtually all of us here in Orinda appreciate and value living among the 

green/brown hills and moving about in a place that maintains its semi-rural character. We all feel 

fortunate to be able to live in such a beautiful place. 

 

We can and must preserve this unique character of Orinda. And, in my opinion, we owe it to ourselves and 

future generations to resume efforts to enhance the viability of our two downtown districts. We can and 

should begin down this path again and, with much discussion and dialogue, at least some modest 

improvements will hopefully become a reality. 

 

Bill Waterman 


