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PRIVATIZATION OF ST. MARK’S

“Privatization” may seem a strong word, but we propose to relinquish the stewardship by the church community to the private leaseholder for 85 years.  The developers, Chris Hudson and Evan McDonald are financially partnered, according to the Berkeley Daily Planet, with David Teece, a professor at the UC Berkeley Haas School of Business. Teece was previously partnered with Patrick Kennedy. Teece and Kennedy in 2008 sold seven properties that Kennedy (and Hudson and McDonald, then working for Kennedy) had developed, for a total of $147 million.  The Planet (2/29/08) notes that some of Teece’s profits may go to the IRS, which is suing Teece in Tax Court for twelve million.
The buyer was Sam Zell, a Chicago billionaire who recently purchased the Los Angeles Times and the Chicago Tribune, now in bankruptcy. Zell owns hundreds of apartment buildings throughout the country.  
Zell’s most prominent, and controversial, Berkeley holding is the Gaia Building.  The Gaia Building remains troubled, as noted recently in the Berkeley Daily Planet (2/5/09) by Anna DeLeon, an attorney, a former Berkeley School Board member, and the owner of Anna's Jazz Island, which leases in the Gaia Building. She notes that the present landlord has, contrary to the use permit, rented the space for parties, and these have turned riotous, including gunshots. The Gaia Building furnishes an example of what can happen with absentee ownership.  Leasehold interest, like outright ownership, can be bought and sold. 
The Gaia Building is also an example of a use in practice that turns out to be different from what was proposed.  The building was to showcase, and was named for, the popular Gaia Bookstore, to occupy the ground floor.  The popularity and respect for the Gaia Bookstore aided support for the project, but the bookstore never moved in.  The same failure occurred with the Fine Arts Building on Shattuck, again named for a popular business–the Fine Arts Theater–which was to have a new cinema.  The plan for the Theater was never carried out.  What might happen on St. Mark’s leased property over a span of 85 years?
The proposed redevelopment would be, with the exception of the Berkeley Student Cooperative’s Rochdale Apartments on Haste Street, the largest private dormitory in Berkeley.  Its philosophy is likely to be quite different from the non-profit student cooperative, however--more focused on the financial bottom line than on the well-being of the community.  Hudson and McDonald contributed substantially to the soundly defeated Proposition LL, designed to ease development procedures by removing historical preservation safeguards. 
It is possible that concerns about privatization, and about finances and global warming could be groundless.  Developing St. Mark’s property might be the best thing the parish had ever done, for itself, and the community.  Or it could be a good thing on balance, with passives outweighing negatives   But unanswered, or unasked, questions deserve to be raised, before it is too late.
–Jack Sawyer
