
 

June 13, 2022 
 
Santa Clara County Historical Heritage Commission 
70 W Hedding Street 
10th Floor, East Wing 
San Jose, CA 95110 
Via email: bnc@cob.sccgov.org 
 
Christopher Manning, Chair 
Tere Johnson, Vice Chair 
Perlita Dicochea 
Lila Gemellos 
Pria Graves 
Bill Hare     
 
Re: HHC Agenda Item #5: Former San José City Hall 
 
Dear Chairperson Manning and Esteemed Commissioners, 
 
The Preservation Action Council of San José (PAC*SJ) appreciates this opportunity to express 

our profound FRQFHUQ�RYHU�WKH�&RXQW\�RI�6DQWD�&ODUD¶V�SURSRVHG�GHPROLWLRQ�RI�����1��)LUVW�

Street, the former San José City Hall. PAC*SJ respectfully but categorically disagrees with the 

&RXQW\¶V�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�DGDSWLYH�UHXVH�RI�WKH�EXLOGLQJ�LV�LQIHDVLEOH�RU�WKDW�GHPROLtion under the 

FXUUHQW�SURSRVDO�LV�LQ�DQ\�ZD\�MXVWLILDEOH��+DLOHG�DV�D�³PRGHUQ�PDUYHO´�XSRQ�LWV�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�LQ�

1958, this groundbreaking International Style landmark is perhaps the single most significant 

DUFKLWHFWXUDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�V\PERO�RI�6DQ�-RVH¶V�PLd-20th-century transformation into the 

expansive suburbanized metropolis we now call home. Eligible for historic designation at the 

Federal, County, and City levels, the building clearly merits preservation. PAC*SJ and others 

KDYH�UHYLHZHG�WKH�SURMHFW¶V�(QYLURQPHQWDO�,PSDFW�5HSRUW��(,5��DQG�³,QIHDVLELOLW\�$QDO\VLV´�

and found both to be incomplete and unpersuasive for numerous reasons outlined below.  We 

XUJH�WKH�+LVWRULFDO�+HULWDJH�&RPPLVVLRQ�WR�UHFRPPHQG�GHQLDO�RI�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�SURSRVHG�

Landmark Alteration Permit for demolition and encourage the County Board of Supervisors to 

delay any action on the project EIR to allow for further study of reuse potential, more robust 

analysis and peer-review of the EIR documents, and more substantive public engagement and 

public transparency in the planning process. 
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Concern 1: Cost of demolition vs. ongoing maintenance 

 

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�SURMHFW�(,5��WKH�SULPDU\�REMHFWLYH�RI�WKH�SURSRVHG�GHPROLWLRQ�LV�WR�³UHGXFH�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�FRVWV�

related to the former San José City Hall facility (e.g., maiQWHQDQFH��VHFXULW\��XWLOLWLHV��´�<HW�WKH�(,5�DOVR�

acknowledges that demolition costs could likely exceed $8 million ($5,743,410 construction costs/$8,040,774 

total project costs, per DEIR Appendix B, Cummings Report p.2). In contrast, the estimated total ownership 

costs of retaining the building in its current state for the next 30 years, including preventative stabilization and 

ongoing maintenance, is only projected to cost $3,855,932 (FEIR Appendix C). By this measure alone, the 

proposed project categorically fails to meet its own stated objectives and should not be approved.   

 

Concern 2: No proposed replacement 

 

To be clear, no reuse of the site is currently proposed, and each of the demolition-GHSHQGHQW�³PD[LPL]HG�

UHGHYHORSPHQW´�VFHQDULRV�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�(,5�DQDO\VLV��*HQVOHU�5HSRUW��$WWDFKPHQW�%��UHSUHVHQW�SXUHO\�

hypothetical and idealized schemes with no clear funding prospects or proven market viability. If the current 

project is approved and the building is demolished, the most likely outcome will be a vacant lot for the 

foreseeable future.  PAC*SJ urges that the current EIR EH�WDEOHG�XQWLO�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�SUHIHUUHG�VLWH�XVH�LV�DFWXDOO\�

defined, and a fair assessment of preservation alternatives for this defined use is undertaken via recirculation of 

an amended DEIR. The California Environmental Quality Act explicitly discourageV�³VHJPHQWHG´�(,56�VXFK�DV�

this one, where only one phase (demolition) of a project is proposed. In March 2015, the California Office of 

+LVWRULF�3UHVHUYDWLRQ�SXEOLVKHG�D�&(4$�&DVH�6WXG\�EULHI�HQWLWOHG�³&RQVLGHU�WKH�:KROH�$FWLRQ��+RZ�WR�$YRLG�

Segmenting. IW�FRQFOXGHV��³When a Project Description involves only demolition of a historic resource, the 

project is likely being segmented, which is discouraged by CEQA. This approach deprives the public of the entire 

scope of potential environmental impacts, and potential benefits of the proposed project, and keeps the project 

proponents from exploring the full range of reasonable alternatives that come through the public comment 

process�´1  

 

Concern 3: Inadequate alternatives analysis 

 

In attempting to justify demoOLWLRQ��WKH�&RXQW\�FODLPV�LW�KDV�³ZRUNHG�ZLWK�FRQVXOWDQWV�WR�SUHSDUH�D�ULJRURXV��LQ-

GHSWK�FRVW�DQG�IHDVLELOLW\�DQDO\VLV�RI�VHYHUDO�DOWHUQDWLYH�VFHQDULRV�IRU�WKH�)RUPHU�&LW\�+DOO�VLWH�´�3$&6-�

 
1 https://ohp.parks.ca.gov/pages/1071/files/CEQA-How-to-Avoid-Segmenting-II.pdf 
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respectfully disagrees with this assertion and finds the EIR alternatives analysis to be incomplete and 

unpersuasive for a number of reasons. First, only two specific adaptive reuse scenarios are addressed in detail: 

rehabilitation for affordable housing, and rehabilitation for office use. Numerous relevant potential reuses are 

completely ignored, including market-rate and mixed-income housing, hotel/hospitality, commercial mixed use, 

KHDOWK�FDUH��&RXQW\�VHUYLFHV��HWF��0RUH�WURXEOLQJ�VWLOO��WKH�&RXQW\¶V�LQIHDVLELOLW\�FODLPV�DUH�EDVHG�LQ�ODUJH�SDUW�RQ�

assumptions and self-imposed constraints that are difficult to understand without further explanation. For 

example, the affordable housing scenario (Alternative 2, Gensler Report, pp. 12-16) proposes zero units on the 

EXLOGLQJ¶V�JURXQG�IORRU��VLJQLILFDQWO\�UHGXFLQJ�LWV�UHGHYelopment capacity by 25%. No explanation or 

justification for this decision is provided. Likewise, Alternative 2 also assumes a monthly rental income of just 

$773 per unit, regardless of whether that unit is a studio, one-bedroom, or two-bedroom. How were these figures 

derived, and are these assumptions realistic and in line with current affordable housing projects under 

development? How does this analysis change if revenue assumptions were more realistically aligned with current 

market conditions?   

 

In addition, neither the affordable housing or office reuse scenario considers the availability of historic 

preservation tax credits, housing tax credits, or other financial incentives commonly used to close funding gaps 

in equivalent redevelopment projects. When PAC*SJ raised this issue in our Draft EIR comments, the reply was 

WKDW�³A detailed discussion of potential historic tax credits, housing tax credits, or other potential redevelopment 

incentives is not pertinent to the analysis of physical environmental effects, and therefore need not be included in 

the EIR´��)(,5�S������:H�REMHFW�WR�WKLV�UHVSRQVH�RQ�WKH�JURXQGV�WKDW�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�FDVH�IRU�LQIHDVLELOLW\�LV�EDVHG�

solely on economic analysis; in this case, such detailed discussion is absolutely necessary and warranted when 

the proposed project would result in demolition of a historic resource-- clearly a physical environmental effect.   

 

7KH�&RXQW\�UHVSRQVH�FRQWLQXHV��³Furthermore, in the more than ten years that the County has owned the facility, 

no developers have approached the County to propose that the Former City Hall building be redeveloped with 

WKH�XVH�RI�WD[�FUHGLWV�RU�RWKHU�UHGHYHORSPHQW�LQFHQWLYHV�´� 

PAC*SJ is unaware of any formal or informal effort to market the property to private developers, and if such 

efforts have been made, they should be publicly disclosed. This in itself represents an unexplored preservation 

DOWHUQDWLYH��LVVXLQJ�DQ�RSHQ�5)3�IRU�WKH�EXLOGLQJ¶V�DGDSWLYH�UHXVH�DQG�DOORZLQJ�WKH�UHVSRQVHV�WR�SURYH�RU�

GLVSURYH�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�DVVXPSWions about economic infeasibility.    
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Concern 4: Civic Center Master Plan ignored 

 

As noted previously, the EIR alternatives analysis weighs two adaptive reuse schemes against two hypothetical 

³PD[LPL]HG�UHGHYHORSPHQW´�VFKHPHV�WKDW�UHTXLUH�WKH�EXLOGLQJ¶s demolition. In so doing, the EIR completely 

ignores alternative site plans that accommodate both the existing building and substantial new construction-- the 

very site plans that were proposed, approved, and adopted by the County Board of Supervisors in the 2018 Civic 

&HQWHU�0DVWHU�3ODQ�DQG�DFFRPSDQ\LQJ�(,5��,QWHQGHG�WR�EH�WKH�³IUDPHZRUN�IRU�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�UHGHYHORSPHQW�

within the Civic Center's 55-DFUH�DUHD�IRU�PDQ\�\HDUV�WR�FRPH�´�WKH�0DVWHU�3ODQ�XQHTXLYRFDOO\�FDOOHG�IRU�WKH�

EXLOGLQJ¶V�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�DQG incorporation into future infill development within the surrounding 16.1-DFUH�³6LWH�

'�´�ZLWK�DPSOH�VXUURXQGLQJ�VSDFH�WR�DFFRPPRGDWH�WKH�3ODQ¶V�DGRSWHG�JRDO�RI������PLOOLRQ�VTXDUH�IHHW�RI�QHZ�

development. The Master Plan included numerous site plans and renderings depicting the existing building 

alongside new office and/or housing units. Yet none of these alternative site plans were explored in the current 

EIR analysis, which instead contends (incorrectly, in our view) that demolition is necessary to accommodate 

VLJQLILFDQW�QHZ�GHYHORSPHQW�RQ�VLWH��7KH�&RXQW\¶V�FXUUHQW�GHPROLWLRQ�SURSRVDO�LV�FOHDUO\�LQFRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�LWV�

own recently-adopted Civic Center Master Plan. 

  

Concern 5: Environmental Impacts of Demolition vs New Construction 

 

7KH�&RXQW\¶V�,QIHDVLELOLW\�$QDO\VLV�FRQWHQGV�WKDW�³a renovated Former City Hall would be far less energy-

HIILFLHQW�WKDQ�QHZ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�LQFRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�VXVWDLQDELOLW\�SROLFLHV´��S�����7KLV�

statement is completely unsupported by evidence and ignores an emerging body of research comparing the 

HQYLURQPHQWDO�LPSDFWV�RI�DGDSWLYH�UHXVH�YV��QHZ�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��,Q�LWV�UHFHQW�UHSRUW�³7KH�*UHHQHVW�%XLOGLQJ��

4XDQWLI\LQJ�WKH�(QYLURQPHQWDO�9DOXH�RI�%XLOGLQJ�5HXVH�´�WKH�1DWLRQDO�7UXVW�IRU�+LVWRULF�3UHVHUYDWLRQ¶V�

3UHVHUYDWLRQ�*UHHQ�/DE�FRQFOXGHV��³For those concerned with climate change and other environmental impacts, 

reusing an existing building and upgrading it to maximum efficiency is almost always the best option regardless 

of building type and climate.´2 It and numerous other studies cite the outsized role of new construction in carbon 

emissions, noting that even the most energy-efficient new building typically requires between 10 and 80 years of 

RSHUDWLRQ�WR�³SD\�EDFN´�WKH�HQHUJ\�FRQVXPSWLRQ�UHTXLUHG�IRU�LWV�FRQVWUXFWLRQ��,Q�LWV�UHSRUW�³:HOFRPLQJ�WKH�

Future: Adaptive Reuse for Mid-&HQWXU\�8UEDQ�DQG�8QLYHUVLW\�&RUHV�´�WKH�DUFKLWHFWXUH�ILUP�3HUNLQV���:LOO�

QRWHV�WKDW�³HYHQ�JUHHQ�EXLOGLQJ�UDWLQJ�V\VWHPV�DQG�FHUWLILFDWLRQV�FDQ¶W�IXOO\�RIIVHW�WKH�FDUERQ�IRRWprint of a new 

 
2 
https://forum.savingplaces.org/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=b6b14c
78-e108-1931-3f6d-9df1a153f9e1&forceDialog=0 
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construction project. In 2016, new construction was responsible for generating 1 billion metric tons of carbon 

GLR[LGH��7KH�EHVW�RSWLRQ"�8VH�ZKDW¶V�DOUHDG\�VWDQGLQJ�DQG�HPEUDFH�DGDSWLYH�UHXVH�´3  

 

Numerous examples of innovative adaptive reXVH�SURMHFWV�FDOO�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�VXVWDLQDELOLW\�FODLPV�LQWR�TXHVWLRQ��

including the recent successful conversion of the former Las Vegas City Hall. In 2013, this 300,000-square-foot 

Modernist landmark was rehabilitated into a LEED Gold-certified, Class A office headquarters for Zappos, Inc. 

on a total project budget of $48 million.4 More recently, the long-vacant former Pirelli Tire Headquarters in New 

Haven, CT, designed by famed Brutalist architect Marcel Breuer in 1968, has been successfully rehabilitated for 

a new LEED Platinum, net-zero luxury hotel.5  With these and other examples in mind, PAC*SJ contends that 

the County has an environmental obligation to demonstrate best practices in the development and operation of its 

facilities, and we further contend that the proposed demolition of Former City Hall stands in direct conflict with 

these obligations. 

 
Concern 6: Dangerous Precedent  
 

Finally, PAC*SJ is deeply troubled by the precedent that this proposed demolition would set for future historic 

preservation efforts in San José and Santa Clara County. 8QGHU�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�+LVWRULF�3UHVHUYDWLRQ�2UGLQDQFH�

(County Ordinance Code Section C17), a landmark application permit for the demolition of a historic resource 

VKRXOG�RQO\�EH�LVVXHG�LI�³WKHUH�LV�QR�IHDVLEOH�DOWHUQDWLYH�WKDW�ZRXOG�DYRLG�WKH�VLJQLILFDQW�DGYHrse effect on the 

LQWHJULW\�RI�WKH�GHVLJQDWHG�ODQGPDUN�´�$�SULYDWH�SURSHUW\�RZQHU�VHHNLQJ�WR�GHPROLVK�D�&RXQW\�/DQGPDUN�ZRXOG�

be expected to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the building was structurally unsound or beyond repair, that 

no viable reuse was possible, and that attempts to rent or sell the property were impracticable. None of these 

claims have been proven-- let alone even argued-- E\�WKH�&RXQW\��ZKLFK�ZLVKHV�LQVWHDG�WR�GHILQH�³LQIHDVLEOH´�DV�

VLPSO\�³OHVV�WKDQ�LGHDO�´��:H�XUJH�&RXQW\�VWDII��Whe Historical Heritage Commission, and the Board of 

Supervisors to lead by example and uphold the highest standards of review in decisions affecting this County-

owned property.  

 

In conclusion, PAC*SJ strongly opposes the demolition of Former City Hall. We urge the Historical Heritage 

&RPPLVVLRQ�WR�UHFRPPHQG�GHQLDO�RI�WKH�&RXQW\¶V�SURSRVHG�/DQGPDUN�$OWHUDWLRQ�3HUPLW�DQG�HQFRXUDJH�WKH�

County Board of Supervisors to delay any action on the project EIR to allow for further study of reuse potential, 

more robust analysis and peer-review of the EIR documents, and more substantive public engagement and public 

 
3 https://perkinswill.com/news/welcoming-the-future/ 
4 https://www.nv5.com/projects/zappos-headquarters/ 
5 https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/marcel-breuer-designed-brutalist-building-reopened-net-zero-
luxury-hotel 
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transparency in the planning process. In a decision now almost universally regretted as short-sighted and 

misguided, San José demolished its Victorian-era City Hall in 1958, robbing future generations of the city an 

architectural and cultural landmark that would assuredly have been cherished today. Why do we risk making the 

same mistake with its successor?  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Ben Leech 

 
Executive Director 
Preservation Action Council of San José 
 
cc: Lara Tran, Senior Planner, Santa Clara County Department of Planning and Development 
David Barry, Chief of Planning, Santa Clara County Facilities and Fleet Department 
Emily F. Chen, Senior Planner, Santa Clara County Facilities and Fleet Department 
Santa Clara County Board of Supervisors 
 
 


