Planning Commissioners;
Please recommend the rejection of the proposed zoning change, PDC06-038.
The proposal seeks to convert existing employment lands to high density residential. It is important to note that the overlay designations in the General Plan do not convey any entitlement to the developer. The category “Transit/Employment District Residential: 55+ Dwelling Units per Acre” was added to the general plan along with the overlay area as part of “Vision North San Jose”. The definition contained in the general plan states that: “Site specific land use issues and compatibility with adjacent uses should be addressed through the rezoning and development permit process.” It further states that: “Development within this category is intended to make efficient use of land to provide residential units in support of nearby industrial employment centers.” The City is under no obligation to approve the proposal.
You may refer to the attached description of the current building on the site, the Sony Northwest Operations Center. It is a 500,000 square foot multistory building created in 1993 at a cost of $92 million dollars. It is a state of the art building with stunning architecture suitable as a corporate headquarters. It includes facilities on site including an auditorium, a family center, and recreational facilities including an outdoor park, basketball court and volleyball court. At full build out the Masterplan called for occupancy by 2600 employees. With internal reconfiguration many more could be accommodated.
The City’s publication; “Housing and Transit-Oriented Development”  refers to the Intensification of North San Jose as follows: “This area is now home to more than 1200 of the world’s best-known technology companies (including Cisco, eBay, Cadence, Sony, BEA), but it is also home to first-generation, vacant buildings.” Clearly the City does not include the Sony building as a “first-generation” building.

The building only fails to meet Sony’s needs because Sony has failed to make good business decisions and is being forced to contract on a global basis. Sony’s failure to adequately market the building only proves that they are as bad at marketing real estate as they are at achieving their business objectives.

Only the barest fringe of this very large parcel touches the 2000’ radius defining the transit corridor. In fact the City defines the transit corridor textually as “a 2000’ walking distance” and not a radius or “as the crow flies”. No units would actually provide a 2000’ walking distance and many would be much farther away. The proposed development would be entirely automobile based, exacerbating traffic and providing no additional ridership for light rail. Housing is included in Vision North San Jose so that the housing impact of the additional jobs can be mitigated in part by light rail. Instead of mitigating those impacts this development would not only fail to provide mitigation, but induce additional impacts on a regional basis. This would invalidate and force reconsideration of the EIR for the entire North San Jose vision.
Rather than meeting the intent of this potential land use as stated in the general plan this proposal would remove an employment center from an existing masterplanned mixed use development, River Oaks Village. This would be a further impact on traffic as it would remove the employment lands from walking distance of the 2000 units in River Oaks Village.
The city is embarking on a new overall General Plan update. Policies relating to employment land conversion are central to that process. Since housing does not generate sufficient revenue to the City to cover the cost of required services, employment land conversions exacerbate the City’s deficit as well as its jobs housing imbalance. All proposed conversions in the vicinity of River Oaks should be deferred until that process is complete as has been recently decided with Evergreen. The suitability of this site with a large already constructed state of the art building for attracting new business to San Jose is too large to allow its loss to the City.

In the North San Jose Redevelopment Area this is particularly damaging to the overall City budget. Existing property taxes from the industrial site are committed to fund RDA debt for another 27 years. Property tax increases for the residential development will not be available to the City general fund for 41 years. There will be no money coming to the City on an ongoing basis from these projects that can be used to pay for services required by the new residents. This means bigger deficits or decreased service levels on a City wide basis. New housing should not be built on land until after it has been removed from the redevelopment agency role.
Even then industrial land outside the transit corridor should not be converted to residential use. Even when full property taxes are collected into the general fund they are inadequate to pay for required City services. Rental projects are particularly damaging to the City’s long term financial picture. Because they are owned in perpetuity by corporations, they do not experience the turnover which allows owner occupied dwellings to be reassessed at full market value.
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