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In Support of a ULI Panel for Orinda 

A few Orinda citizens have raised concerns in this space about the prospect of the City of Orinda retaining 

the Urban Land Institute to conduct a Technical Assistance Panel that could facilitate the community’s 

discussion about the future of downtown.  I believe these concerns are misplaced. ULI panels are about 

enhancing the community planning discussion, not about “outsiders telling us what to do”. 

 

Few Orindans would disagree that downtown is in need of significant renewal. Most would like to see us 

preserve what should be preserved and renew what needs to be renewed, while enhancing the village 

character we appreciate in downtown. 

 

The Council is correct in finally turning its attention to this task. It is deplorable that Orinda, with all of its 

many attributes, is one of a very few cities in the Bay Area with no plan for its downtown.  The absence of 

direction is plain for all to see. 

 

Yes, Orinda has a General Plan. But the vast majority of other cities have moved beyond general plan 

guidelines to get much more specific about how their guidelines should be achieved. Right now if an owner 

were to consider the renewal of a significant downtown property, and his architect were to ask, “What 

does the community want?” Orinda has no answer. We say we like our village character - which is a 

worthy guiding principal - but how is it to be implemented over time?  This is what planning is about. 

 

Americans are skeptical about planning because as we look at our built environment we see much that has 

not been done well, particularly in the suburbs. This is a reasonable observation. But, with our well 

established spirit of volunteerism and with all the professional talent that exists in the Orinda, doesn’t it 

stand to reason that our citizens can come up with a plan that is appropriate to our sensibilities as a 

community? 

 

Having attended technical assistance panels in the past, my experience is that the typical panelists are 

well-qualified. They come to address the particular issues the city wants them to address. They listen to 

what community stakeholders have to say. They bring experience gained in other communities. Their 

professionalism elevates the discussion.  As Orindans go about finding their own solutions, it would seem 

to make sense to learn of best practices other cities have discovered. We might come away with some 

ideas we could use. 

 

Tom Trowbridge 


