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On the Future of Downtown Orinda  

On September 6, the Orinda City Council will initiate a discussion on the future of our downtown. This will 

be in keeping with the council’s strategic objective to begin preparation of improvement plans for the 

Village and Crossroads.  

The council has directed staff to recommend “ways to solicit input about what changes are 

needed…including a discussion of the tools available to be used.” OrindaVision has proposed, and the 

Chamber of Commerce has endorsed, that the City of Orinda retain the Urban Land Institute (ULI) to 

conduct a Technical Assistance Panel in the City. A ULI panel is a widely-used, valuable tool for soliciting 

both professional and community input.  

Whether or not the council elects to retain ULI what is at stake in this conversation is the kind of 

downtown Orindans will leave for their children and grandchildren and what role citizens will have in its 

planning and improvement.  

A ULI panel would be a timely and worthwhile undertaking by the city. No plan for downtown currently 

exists. Significant downtown properties such as Phairs and Rite Aid are becoming identified as renewal 

opportunities. Citizen interest in their downtown’s future has increased markedly.  

The panel’s purpose would be to tap into expertise from the inter-related fields of land use, market 

research, development strategy and public policy. Expert practitioners would analyze the health of 

Orinda’s downtown and make recommendations to address specific issues the city has identified.  

A ULI panel is not “just another consultant’s study.” It is a unique process that combines analysis by the 

panel members and interviews with downtown stakeholders over an intensive two day period: 

Councilmembers, planning commissioners and staff, property owners, merchants and citizens concerned 

about downtown’s vitality and its future. The conclusion is a public meeting in which the panel’s findings 

and recommendations are presented and audience participation is encouraged.  

The panelists are members of ULI, the premier real estate research organization in the country. They 

volunteer their time and knowledge for the betterment of their communities. The cost is currently $15,000 

for the administration of the panel, far less than the typical consulting contract a city engages in for the 

benefit of comparable expertise.  

Similar panels have been conducted in over 500 cities in 12 countries. Thirty-two cities in the Bay Area 

have taken advantage of this service. It would be an excellent way for Orinda to begin a community 

conversation that is focused and conducted on a professional plane.  

– Tom Trowbridge 


