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655 International Blvd., Oakland, CA 94606
Phone: (510) 891-9999     Fax: (510) 891-9990     Email: info@vacceb.org
website: www.vacceb.net

October 8, 2020
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Honorable Dan Kalb, District 1, dkalb@oaklandnet.com
Honorable Nikki  Fortunato Bas, District 2, NFortunatoBas@oaklandca.gov
Honorable Lynette Gibson, District 3, lmceljaney@oaklandnet.com
Honorable Sheng Thao, District 4, sthao@oaklandca.gov
Honorable Noel Gallo, District 5, ngallo@oaklandnet.com
Honorable Loren Taylor, District 6,  ltaylor@oaklandca.gov
Honorable Larry Reid, District 7, lreid@oaklandnet.com

Subject:  Encampment Management Policy, City of Oakland, City Council Meeting on October 20, 2020

Position:  In Favor of Passage As Currently Written (no dilution)

Honorable Members of City Council:

Who We are: The Vietnamese American Community Center of the East Bay has a 20+ year history of providing essential services to vulnerable communities in the City of Oakland. We are located at 655 International Blvd. in East Oakland on the corner of International and 7th Ave. in Clinton Park.

Services Provided: We provide over 40,000 service units annually for over 6,000 unduplicated clients in the City of Oakland and County of Alameda; mainly refugees and immigrants.  Essential services provided include: delivery of meal bags to seniors and vulnerable families five days a week under our Mobile Meal Program (25,000 meals/month); processing of 1,200 case sessions a year (from translation to advocacy for clients on housing, medical care, education, resource benefit referrals); educating 500+ students/year in our school with classes in ESL, Citizenship, Vocational Preparation, and Digital Literacy; working with 250 clients on employment placement and/or unemployment filing services and vocational counseling; and providing health-related information to 1,250 clients weekly on Nutrition, Emergency Preparedness, Safety Protocols during Pandemic, etc.  Due to COVID19, we have had to rapidly convert all of our essential services to remote, online or mobile. We bring over $1.5M in funding annually (public funding including federal, state, and county as well as private funding including foundations, charities, corporate sponsors, and social network fundraising) to serve Oakland residents.
Communities Served:  Our core competency is serving low-income refugees and immigrants particularly the Southeast Asian population specifically includes Cambodian, Vietnamese, Mien, Laotian, Hmong, Thai, Burmese, Karen, Nepali, Bhutanese, Malaysian, Indonesian, Filipino and ethnic Chinese.  We also serve the smaller refugees/immigrant communities in the neighborhood including Nigerian, Congolese, Afghans, Sri Lankans, Eritreans, Ethiopians, Yemenis, Iranians and Iraqis.  These vulnerable communities share common barriers when accessing essential services. They have mobility issues and are transportation challenged, have limited broadband connectivity, and are English literacy-limited and experience social navigation issues when attending to basic needs.
History:  Since our arrival at our current location in the neighborhood ten years ago, we have systematically reclaimed the neighborhood and transformed this location from a crime ridden, graffiti laden neighborhood filled with prostitution, drug dealings, and trash dumping to a more livable neighborhood for merchants, families and community friendly activities.  We were able to rehabilitate and make the neighborhood much more livable and bring back merchants and families back into the park and surrounding neighborhood.  Our Center became a refuge and service center for refugees and immigrants and a center for civic engagement, education, and social activities.

Problems:  Over the last four years, however, we have seen our hard work reversed with the proliferation of homeless encampments in the park.  Our staff has been harassed and physically attacked by the mentally challenged.   Our weekly litter pickup has turned into the management of feces and urination hot spots with a dramatic increase in trash and toxic material pickups (oil, paint, dirty laundry, kitchen items, pots/pans, and other savaged items). The public trash bins are habitually overflowing and the park has become an overnight dumping site (“trash attracts more trash”).  The management of the homeless encampment has taxed our non-profit’s limited resources and created an endless loop of challenges for local merchants and residents.

Families and their children have had to navigate around the encampment and its residents as they try to use the tiny tot playground and the grassy areas of park.  After a couple of incidents of the homeless exposing their private parts in public to children and public drunkenness, the families have stop coming to the park for fear of sexual molestation and behavior.

As if this was not enough, we have had numerous incidents of fires in the park requiring a response from the fire department (or our staff running outside with fire extinguishers to put out fires).  Our building has been set on fire twice (the most recent on October 3, 2020) causing severe damage and reconstruction to the building.  The encampments routinely block our fire exits, which terrifies our staff, as they will be unable to escape a fire through those blocked exits (think Ghost Ship disaster).  

The encampments are habitually and physically up against our wooden building and they regularly have open fires for cooking in their encampment.  Over the course of 4 years, we have had to relocate at least 5 large encampments and each one required extensive lobbying and management to resolve.  Frankly, we are exhausted from managing this reoccurring situation.  We have worked with every department in the City of Oakland to handle the negative byproducts from these encampments.     

As you can see, it has been a real challenge for our organization and detrimental to our ability to provide essential services to other vulnerable communities.  In our opinion, it is unfair to expect a small non-profit to continue to manage a reoccurring issue when the City of Oakland is responsible for performing these duties. While we are committed to persevere at this location, we need the current Encampment Management Policy before you to be passed; at a minimum “as is”.  This policy would great assist us in continuing our important and essential work.  Over the last 5 years, our organization has brought in well over $4.5M in funding to serve one of the most vulnerable residents in the City of Oakland.  Every dollar detoured to manage Encampment issues is another dollar not applied to serving these vulnerable populations.  

Our Work with the Homeless - Less you think we are just another “NIMBY”, our organization has worked with the homeless on a number of projects including food distribution and deliveries, emergency supplies distribution during pandemic, and as part of the census effort (e.g., count the homeless).  

We are very sensitive to the plight of those in need of housing.  However, there has to be a better way to manage the challenge of homelessness without robbing local residents and merchants of their rights to earn a living, access public facilities, or general freedom on movement in their own neighborhood.  Low-income families need to have access to their neighborhood businesses for shopping or access to neighborhood public parks for fresh air for their children.  Small businesses need to earn a living in order to keep themselves and their employees gainfully employed.  Many of our local, ethnic merchants hire English limited immigrants in their very first jobs.  This means the ability to attract and retain customers to their place of business  is critical to their business survival.  It is difficult to ask customers to navigate through homeless encampments in order to get to them.  Over the last few years, as the neighborhood began to deteriorate due to these homeless encampments, fewer and fewer customers shop and support the neighborhood merchants.  As active as we have been to stay on top of things, we feel like we are losing ground in this homeless and encampment issue.  

Our organization was one of the first to endorse the recent Measure Q, which was to provide more resource for the parks and the homeless.  The resources from Measure Q coupled with the passage of this Encampment Management Policy was intended to give us more resources to balance the needs of all residents of Oakland and to restore some semblance of quality living in Oakland; especially for our low income residents with limited options.  

We are hopeful the passage of the Encampment Management Policy will reverse the downward spiral of the neighborhood and set definitive lines on what the homeless can and cannot do; something that has been missing over the last 4 years.  A great deal of thought and community input has produced this policy and the City Council members should respect this effort and not make changes that add ambiguity to the policy, dilute the strength of the policy, or make it difficult to later enforce.  

As a long-standing, community activist in City of Oakland, that has worked on numerous public policy issues, and as a grass root provider of services to refugees and immigrants, I can speak with some level of authority regarding vulnerable communities and their needs. I recognize this homeless and encampment issue is very challenging and very important to residents, businesses and the homeless.  The current policy as written on encampments will help add some clarity on who needs to be where.  Whether this policy works will then be a function of deliberate and firm enforcement.  We encourage the allocation of resources to make enforcement possible once the policy is passed.

The Encampment Management Policy - Of particular interest to our organization are:

Having as a minimum, the preservation of the complete definition for “High-sensitivity areas” (e.g., 150 feet of a school, within 50 feet of a residence or business, playground or tot lot, public park, etc..)

and the preservation of all the standards for “Low-sensitivity Areas”, particularly:

-  Not impede emergency ingress/egress routes….

- No illegal electrical (and water) taps….

- No storage of flammable, combustible materials or accumulation of combustible waste…

 - No impeding of ADA access points

We are asking the City Council members to pass the proposed Encampment Management Policy “as is” and not dilute the policy in any way.  However, if changes are made, we would like to add or modify as follows:

Page 4 under High Sensitivity Areas – 1)  Change from 50 feet to 100 feet of a residence or business and 2) change from 50 feet to 100 feet of a public park

Page 4 under Low-Sensitivity Areas – 1) No illegal water taps (prevent interception of both utilities and water) and 2) no open fire cooking in encampments.


Thank you for providing an opportunity for those working in the trenches to weigh in on this important matter.   Please include this letter as part of the public record for your October 20, 2020 City Council Meeting on this subject (the website for public comments is not working.).  You are welcome to call me for further information or discussion on this subject.  Contact Info:  510-919-1600 or sgee@vacceb.org

Respectfully submitted,
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Shirley Gee
Executive Director

Cc:  Mayor Libby Schaaf
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