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Advent, Awaiting Word from the Ghost Ship Fire

Since November,
I’ve tasted smoke 
as a bitterness on the tongue, 
the fragrant tang of being despised!
rejected! for who
and what we are. 

Since Saturday,
we’ve awaited news 
from the warehouse fire
where Nick went dancing 
after texting his friends
to meet him there. 

Twenty-five, a bowler,
last seen on the collapsing
makeshift staircase 
And who shall tell of His
coming or how
our fate now finds
such proximate disaster, 
our kids huddled in
splendid, defiant squalor 
in buildings without lighted exits? 

Since November 
I’ve smelled smoke,
faint at first, now persistent.
December, a cathedral lit by
seven thousand candles. 
Wonderful!
the choir swells, 
Counselor!
voices soaring to Comfort ye,
my people as we pray for a
recount or a hero, or a savior, 
waiting for those we now
know will never come.

– Jane Vandenburgh
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In the wake of 2016’s horrific Ghost Ship fire, Safer DIY Spaces has dedicated the last 
three years to providing technical assistance, financial support, safety improvements, 
policy and advocacy support, and time and care, to stabilize and legalize live-work 
spaces. There are numerous opportunities to help move the spaces under Safer DIY’s 
care into full legalization while supporting their long-term sustainability, including 
through maintaining permanently affordable rents. 
The task that guided our project work this semester was to respond to some of 
Safer DIY Spaces’ current needs in its efforts to protect, preserve, sustain, and 
expand live-work spaces in Oakland.

THE TASK

This report was completed by students in the Masters in City Planning program in UC 
Berkeley’s Department of City and Regional Planning. This represents the culminating 
effort of a semester-long community development studio. Our methods included 
conducting semi-structured interviews with residents and workers of Oakland’s live-
work spaces, administering a voluntary survey, developing proformas and a range 
of financial models for a few live-work spaces as templates for possible financing 
strategies (for construction, acquisition, etc.) to support long-term sustainability 
and affordability, conducting a detailed sub-market analysis, dispelling myths and 
misconceptions regarding live-work spaces and communicating Safer DIY Spaces’ 
policy platform.

This approach generated a variety of useful products and materials to help Safer DIY 
Spaces raise awareness, apply for grants and other funding sources, communicate 
their work, and more.

Our objectives to support this critical work oriented around these three themes

WHO WE ARE
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HUMANIZE
deepen the understanding of live-work spaces by emphasizing the 

rich stories of the people who make up their fabric

FINANCE
 outline pathways for permanent live-work financial sustainability, for both 

live-work communities in the spaces and Safer DIY Spaces 
as an organization

ADVOCATE
elucidate and further develop policy and advocacy recommendations from 
Safer DIY Spaces’ prior work and from the previous studio to help propel 

live-work legalization 
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On December 2, 2016, live-work spaces across Oakland were suddenly thrown into grief, chaos, 
and fear. The Ghost Ship fire ripped through one of the community’s most treasured artist 
collectives and not only took the lives of 36 members of our community, but impacted the 
lives of thousands of people within and outside live-work communities across the globe. This 
traumatic event instigated a culture of fear, forcing live-work spaces across the country, to face 
an impossible choice: come forward from the shadows to seek legalization, risking exorbitant 
city fines and improvement costs far beyond reach, or remain hidden underground in unsafe 
living conditions. Safer DIY Spaces sprung to action immediately after the fire with the express 
purpose of ameliorating this situation.

Three years after the fire, Safer DIY Spaces has stabilized 100 
live-work communities in their spaces by providing them with fire 
extinguishers, smoke detectors, lighted exit signs, and other life safety 
improvements. But they recognize this is far from enough. The next 
step – true legalization of Oakland’s live-work spaces – will be much 
more intensive. We must work toward a new era of collaboration, 
transparency, and trust between the City of Oakland and live-work 
communities so that Oakland’s culture-keepers can improve their 
spaces and continue their creative efforts long into the future. 

We need to act now. Live-work communities are under threat as the Bay Area housing 
affordability crisis worsens and as new markets like the cannabis industry turn their attention 
toward Oakland’s industrial real estate. If we do not fight to preserve and protect safe, affordable 
live-work spaces now, Oakland’s creative communities will increasingly be displaced, and its 
artists will face homelessness.

CONTEXT
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The creative community and 
established art scene are rapidly 
waning in the Bay Area and without 
support for artists the creative newness 
of the Bay will not exist in the future.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019

The live-work community plays a vital role in Oakland’s history and culture. Oakland’s live-
work community has enriched the city for many decades. One need only take a walk through the 
city to witness the impact that beautiful murals, ground-breaking galleries, and live performances 
bring to Oakland. Our city has long benefited from the vibrancy of a thriving live-work 
community, and Oakland’s residents have this community to thank—in part—for making our city 
a desirable place to live, work, and play. Live-workers also share their talents with our community, 
teaching the joy of their craft to young people, the elderly, and everyone in between. 

DIY spaces are uniquely well suited to providing space for Oakland’s artists and makers— 
the keepers of our culture. The many industrial and warehouse spaces across Oakland offer 
naturally occurring, affordable spaces where the live-work community can live and work. Many 
of these historic industrial spaces are too small for contemporary industries. The live-work 
community's unique requirements for space fill these gaps.

Oakland’s live-work communities are under threat. Live-work residents face unsafe living 
conditions, rising rents, the trauma of Ghost Ship, and fear that they will lose their spaces and 
have nowhere else to go.

The City of Oakland has a moral obligation to support live-work spaces. 
Stabilizing Oakland’s live-work spaces must be part of a broader strategy to prevent the harms of 
displacement, homelessness, and disasters like the Ghost Ship fire in our community. Live-work 
communities must have the resources they need to make their spaces safe and habitable, and the 
agency to determine their futures.
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After the Ghost Ship fire, many live-work 
communities were driven underground 
or lost to sudden eviction. There persists 
a variety of myths and misconceptions 
about these communities that work 
against their ability to resurface and 
thrive, as well as countless rich stories 
that deserve to be expressed and 
shared to garner support. This section 
focuses on understanding the wide 
range of individuals who live and work 
in Oakland’s live-work spaces and 
shedding light on their unique, diverse, 
and powerful stories. Documenting and 
sharing the profiles and narratives of 
these communities will aim to convey 
their essential contributions to the city’s 
culture and economy.

HUMANIZE

Everybody I live with here 
is a performing artist: we’ve 

got a fire dancer, drag queen, 
filmmaker, a country western 

singer songwriter, clown-slash-
juggler, breakdancer, we’ve got 

such a diversity of talent, just 
within these walls. So being able 

to live in community with people 
who not only get what I do but 

live a rhythm of life similar to 
mine is really crucial. 

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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THE VULCAN
ABOUT THE SPACE

SAFER DIY SPACES HAS...

CURRENT STATUS

Space type: live + work

Number of Residents: ~200

Former industrial use: foundry

Converted to Live-Work: 1982

Population: 30-50% AMI

The Vulcan is currently owned by real estate 
developer Madison Park Financial. In 2018, 
Madison Park put The Vulcan on the market for 
$16.25 million. Madison Park has advertised the 
space as “Rent Control Exempt: A rare opportunity in 
Oakland.” Their pitch suggests to prospective owners 
that by increasing rent 15 percent and passing more 
utility costs on to tenants, a buyer could nearly double 
The Vulcan’s current gross profit annually. 100 of The 
Vulcan’s tenants formed The Vulcan Tenants 
Union to acquire rent-control protections, which 
requires overriding the current rent control 
exemption on all property conversions completed 
after 1983 as there is debate regarding when The 
Vulcan was fully converted. Dozens of homes 
and workspaces are at risk as rent protection trial 
proceedings continue.

WHAT THIS SPACE NEEDS...
rent control protections
innovative funding sources
development partners, ideally experienced in preserving arts & culture spaces
a pathway for the tenants to become owners

helped fundraise to retain 
attorneys to support RAB case

supported tenant organizing

S u p p o r t  t h i s  p r o j e c t  a t  S A F E R D I Y S PA C E S . O R G

provided assistance with the Rent 
Adjustment Board (RAB) appeal

prepared existing building 
conditions (as-builts) in 3D
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ANDREW

It’s been tricky. I'm not going to lie, 
it does seem to be the case that the 
hearing officer that we’ve been assigned 
has a bias towards landlords, and in 
fact, in her previous job, she represented 
landlords. It’s also demoralizing to see 
the disparity between what we are able 
to afford for legal representation and 
what our multi-millionaire real estate 
developer landlord is able to afford. It’s 
like, they walk into the room and we feel 
like the sharks are circling.

G

“

From: Seattle, WA
Work: musician, children’s entertainer, stuntman, juggler 
Bay Area resident: almost a decade
Live-Work Space: The Vulcan, 8 years
Current rent: $600/month 

Andrew found his people at The Vulcan. “Growing up, being the weird kid who was into 
performing, it was hard to find friends and community at first. When I started getting 
into theater, I found community. I found my people and I didn’t feel alone anymore. I 
felt supported, I felt like I was part of something, I felt like they were people who got me, 
who had my back, and living at the Vulcan very much feels like that.” Andrew has not 
only found community with kindred spirits at The Vulcan, he’s served as an integral part 
of protecting and preserving home for hundreds of its residents. 

As the founder of The Vulcan Tenants Union (VTU), Andrew is leading the fight for 
tenant protections. Their current landlord, Madison Park Finacial, attempted to sell 
the propety for over $16 Million, and though they’ve temporarily taken it off the market 
in the midst of legal proceedings with tenants, they have spiked the rents and cracked 
down increasingly on the use of space in The Vulcan. This prompted major alarm that 
rippled through the live-work community – The Vulcan is an insitutiton as one of the 
oldest live-work spaces in Oakland. 

Safer DIY Spaces became 
an integral ally and actually 
prompted the tenants to 
unionize initially. Permanent 
rent protections are vital in 
the short term because The 
Vulcan tenats will eventually 
face larger challenges 
stemming from the path to 
legalization they will need to 
confront for the long haul.  
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What would be my dream 
for this space… Thanks to 
Safer DIY Spaces, I know 
exactly what the dream 
is for this space, which 
is to find an affordable 
housing developer who will 
use subsidies to offset the 
purchase and upgrade cost 
of the building, leave the 
rents exactly where they’re 
at, and, bring the building 
up to current standards 
without displacing the 
residents.

“

“The Vulcan has a number of different 
upgrades that are needed to bring the 
building fully up to current code.... [Safer 
DIY Spaces] got some estimates and the 
cost ran somewhere between 5 and 14 
million,” Andrew said. 

Under Oakland City law, capital 
improvements to a building like this can 
be recouped by the owner by increasing 
rents for the tenants up to 70%. Safer 
DIY Spaces projected that the rent could 
increase between 200-300% for current 
tenants –an impossible amount. With 
that and the incredibly high price for the 
building on the open market, The Vulcan 
and their supporters were concerned 
that the building would be purchased by 
a commercial interest that didn’t have 
vested interest in maintaining it as a live-
work space for the artists who live there. 

With support from Safer DIY Spaces, 
The VTU continues to fight. They know 
that this is about much more than one 
space, but about artist and DIY spaces 
across Oakland and the Bay Area, as well 
as throughout the country, increasingly 
under threat. He hopes The Vulcan can set 
a precedent for a legal strategy to support 
safe and habitable conditions to not simply 
survive, but to thrive. The Vulcan’s story 
provides a powerful lens into the issues 
live-work spaces are confronting.
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YOU CAN FOLLOW THE VTU’S 
PROGRESS AND SUPPORT THE CAUSE AT 
VULCANTENANTSUNION.ORG.

This community goes 
beyond our personal lives. 

Our survival is interrelated.
 It keeps us all afloat.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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LLANO
From: Sonoma County, CA 

Work:  filmmaker, children’s entertainer, musician, costume-maker
Bay Area resident: 13 years

DIY Space: The Vulcan, 3 years
Current rent: $600/month 

The Vulcan, for Llano, has provided the fertile ground for their wildest dreams to 
come alive, literally and figuratively. Nestled in a perch they painted with swirls of 
turquoise, fuchsia, and hot pink, beside a three-level drag closet, with a stop motion 
animation studio on the roof and a workshop below, Llano’s crafts have room to 
breathe. Here they produce everything from their film series, “Chenille Stems & the 
Dream Machine”, to exquisite and intricate ensembles, and much more
“It’s allowed me as an artist to work much bigger than I ever could in San Francisco. 
I’ve been able to make my art, my living, which would not be possible without this 
space.” In fact, The Vulcan can be credited for supporting Llano’s self-realization in a 
deeper sense. 

When I found this room, which is 
about 9 by 12, it was the first time 
I had a space to myself as an adult 
to fully decorate and make my own. 
And I was able to really embrace 
this color scheme, largely because I 
knew I wanted to film this sci-fi web 
series here, so it's like, alright, what 
would Chenille Stems’ bedroom look 
like? And being able to paint all 
around me, and make it whatever I 
wanted it to be and really expand 
out from there, has helped me 
become a fuller version of myself, 
and that's been really incredible. 

“
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For artists to be able to devote their full capacity to their art and live in supportive 
community with those who understand the hustle, who challenge each other to enhance 
their craft, and who share resources and serve as sounding boards is an invaluable 
opportunity that they understand is precarious. Llano is concerned, like most of the Bay 
Area’s residents hanging on to the dwindling affordable housing opportunities, that their 
time at The Vulcan may be limited. They do not take it for granted. “The Bay Area is so, 
like, everything’s up in the air; you could be priced out of wherever you are easily. So it 
definitely makes me want to make the most use of this space, make my art as hard as I 
can, while I can, and hope for the best.”  

YOU CAN SUPPORT LLANO’S WORK ON PATREON 
(PATREON.COM/LLANO) AND FOLLOW THEM ON 

INSTAGRAM (@ LLANORIVERBLUE).
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Art and culture are the life 
blood of the Bay Area. Without 
nurturing creative movements of 
the past, the current technological 
movement would not be centered 
here. Without supporting free 
and new ways of thought, the 
technological movement would not  
exist at all. We need support and 
you need us.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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SHADETREE
ABOUT THE SPACE

SAFER DIY SPACES HAS...

CURRENT STATUS

Space type: live + work

Number of Residents: ~30-50

Former industrial use: storage/
vacant land

Converted to Live-Work 1979

Population: 20-50% AMI

Shadetree is one of Oakland’s longest-running live-work properties. In the fall 
of 2016, then owners decided to sell the property. 18 of Shadetree’s residents 
entered into a purchase agreement with the owners, formed a nonprofit, found a 
lender, and began raising the money to take out a loan for the purchase. Within 
ten months, and with significant support through a crowdfunding campaign, they 
purchased their home. However, Shadetree remains insecure. They currently sit 
in the looming shadow of Oakland’s Brooklyn Basin project, a $1.5B condominium 
development. Shadetree must undergo significant structural improvements and 
gain zoning approval to become fully legalized, which is estimated to cost roughly 
$750,ooo-$1 million.

WHAT THIS SPACE NEEDS...
innovative funding sources to support 
construction costs for building code and life 
safety upgrades and keep rents affordable

completed code walk throughs

assisted with legal disputes

S u p p o r t  t h i s  p r o j e c t  a t  S A F E D I Y S PA C E S . O R G

prepared existing condition 
drawings (as-builts) in 3D
helped arrange for the 
materials and labor necessary 
to implement core life-safety 
improvements

architectural support

zoning approval

historic certification
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SAFER DIY SPACES HAS...

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019

You know, we’ve watched these developments go on all 
over the Bay Area for quite a long time now. I watched 
San Francisco get decimated. There isn’t a culture in San 
Francisco that I would like to be a part of anymore. I 
watched this place that I really loved and really thought 
I would spend my whole life living in just… gone. It’s 
not that I can’t afford to live there, I don’t want to live 
there. This whole thing that brought people to that city 
for so long - the counter-culture, and the underground, 
and the acceptance, and all of that, it doesn’t exist. 
And because it doesn’t exist, there’s a whole side of our 
culture that no longer exists there. And it’s really sad. 
It’s really sad that that’s what happened to that city. 

So when you’ve watched that happen, and you start 
seeing it happen next door, you get pretty freaked out, 
you get pretty scared by the whole thing. Everything 
comes from subcultures and from the underground; 
fashion, art, music, philosophy, it all starts with people 
who are doing things and thinking in ways that are not 
the norm, and then it slowly filters up into the popular 
hive. And without the places that allow the subculture 
and the underground to exist - I won’t even go so far as 
to say flourish, just to exist - we don’t have that same 
progression of change and thought. If we don’t have 
these places to allow new ideas and new thoughts and 
new processes to percolate up into the generate strata, 
then I can’t imagine what’s going to be left. A bunch of 
beige, I guess. 



20

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019

My dream for the live-work community and the 
space as a whole... I’d love to see this opportunity 
for stability. To really get to have the resources 
that people want. Not just what they need, but 
what they want. To achieve the kinds of spaces 
and stability and safety that we should be able 
to access and to have that sense of connection 
that comes from when you start to feel safe in 
your environment and you can let go, go out and 
explore and meet people and do creative things. 
In this kind of diverse, live-work space you have so 
much creativity and opportunities for unexpected 
collaboration and getting that help you didn’t 
even know you needed, getting support with your 
projects. To really see these spaces thriving and 
to nourish people who are in the Arts and people 
who love safe, creative spaces to live and work.
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30 WEST
ABOUT THE SPACE

SAFER DIY SPACES HAS...

CURRENT STATUS

Space type: currently work-only

Number of Tenants: ~20

Former industrial use: auto shop

Converted to Live-Work: 2016

Population: <30-50% AMI 

30 West was founded immediately after the 
Ghost Ship fire. A DIY community known 
as The Death Trap was evicted from their 
prior location, red-tagged after the fire, and 
forced to find a new spot. A Craigslist search 
delivered them to a building in West Oakland’s 
Industrial district where the landlord’s dream 
was for the building to be full of artists. It 
was a match and the re-named Castle Von 
Trapp collective moved in. They are currently 
working through fundraising and logistical /
permitting hurdles to achieve their dream of 
a full, above-board live-work conversion. 30 
West is also looking to fill vacancies for their 
existing work spaces. The process has been 
lengthy and expensive, with simple permits 
costing over $3,000 alone.

WHAT THIS SPACE NEEDS...

seismic retrofit

S u p p o r t  t h i s  p r o j e c t  a t  S A F E D I Y S PA C E S . O R G

permit preparation and funding for fees

innovative funding sources to support 
buildout of live-work spaces

helped arrange for the 
materials and labor necessary 
to implement core life-safety 
improvements
served on 30 West’s 
nonprofit board

provided funding for 
construction costs

supported 30 West since the 
Ghost Ship fire, when it was 
re-named Castle Von Trapp

facilitated legal advice to form 
nonprofit

served as architect of record

Photo: Michael Macor, The Chronicle
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SURVEY FINDINGS
Our study surveyed 29 live-workers from many live-work communities to create a snapshot of 
what the DIY community looks like. Even with this relatively small sample, we noted numerous 
statistically significant differences between our sample of DIYers and the City of Oakland overall.

DEMOGRAPHICS

60%

40%

20%

0%
25-44 45-64 65 or over18-24under 18

DIY OAKLAND

AGE RANGE

EMPLOYMENT

OUT OF WORK & NOT LOOKING
WORK FOR 1 OR MORE EMPLOYERS

SELF-EMPLOYED

WORK FOR 1 OR MORE 
EMPLOYERS & SELF-EMPLOYED

62% of respondents work either 
partially or exclusively for themselves, 
and an additional 31% work for an 
employer.

NON-BINARY FEMALE MALE

GENDER IDENTITY SEXUAL ORIENTATION

BISEXUAL PREFER TO SELF-DESCRIBE
STRAIGHT/HETERO

DIY communities 
are homes 
for LGBTQ+ 
Oaklanders. 
38% are not 
heterosexual and 
31% identify as 
non-binary.

Live-work  communities have significantly fewer 
children and more working age adults than Oakland as a 
whole.

* *
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40%

30%

20%

10%

$150,000-$
199,999

under $
15,000

$15,000-$
24,9999

$25,000-$
34,9999

$35,000-$
49,9999

$50,000-$
74

,9999

$75,000-$
99,9999

$100,000-$
149,9999

DIY OAKLAND

0%

INCOME

*** ***

DIYers make significantly lower incomes 
than Oaklanders as a whole. Most 
survey respondents make between 
$15,000- $25,000 per year, compared to 
Oakland’s average individual income of 
$32,566. 

Additionally, 31% noted that their 
income varied “a lot” from month to 
month, and 52% noted that they also 
hold one or more “side hustles” in 
addition to their primary work. 

54% of respondents noted they had 
a bachelor’s degree or higher. Thus, 
this reflects the difficulties of pursuing 
creative work in the Bay Area, and the 

 necessity of having low-cost housing available for the artist/maker community. Though these 
communities represent economic diversity, the surveyed population is notably homogenous in race 
and ethnicity, with 78% of survey respondents self-identifying as white and non-hispanic -- significantly 
higher than Oakland as a whole, which is 27.3% non-Hispanic white. However, without the ability to bring 
DIY communities consistently out of the shadows, it is impossible to note whether this is representative 
of all live-work communities, or whether communities of color were less likely to respond to this 
demographic survey due to fear of reprisal.

While DIY spaces are predominantly described as housing resources for artists, only 69% of DIYers 
noted that they primarily work as an artist or maker. 

Artists/makers listed an average of 4 different media that they work with, with the top category listed 
as “Prefer to self-describe.” This write-in category included such diverse interests as: “Immersive and 
Experiential Production” and “Culinary arts including charcuterie and food preservation.” The 
diversity of these interests, which defy traditional categorization, reflects the rich cultural contributions 
these communities make in Oakland. The next most common responses, “Woodworking/carpentry” 
(31%) and “Performing arts” (23%), further reflect the spatial requirements that some art forms need, 
like high ceilings or increased square footage. These characteristics often come at a premium in traditional 
workshop or rehearsal spaces. 

WORK
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SPACE

High ceilings and low rent prices are among the top three reasons live-workers seek out warehouse 
space. The combination of desirable physical characteristics with affordable cost is a significant part of 
the reason why these communities form, especially since the average monthly rent price considered 
affordable by respondents was less than $900. The ability to customize the space is also important, 
with respondents averaging around $5,700 in investments made and over 600 work hours toward 
improving their space. 

Cost/Affordability
Relationships with broader creative community
Desirable physical characteristics (space, light)
Chance for interactions with community members

Ability to customize the space for their needs
Connections to friends/family in these spaces

Storage
Ability to customize work schedule

Inability to access traditional housing
Flexibility/informality of lease terms
Ability to host events/parties/shows

Other
0% 100%80%60%40%20%

54%
54%

46%
46%
46%

15%

92%
85%
85%

77%
69%

62%

MAIN REASONS TO LIVE/WORK IN A DIY SPACE

# OF YEARS IN LIVE-WORK SPACE  DIYers live in 
their spaces for 
more than 10 years 
on average. In 
the case of DIY 
spaces, long-term 
residency and 
contributions to 
the community go 
hand in hand, in 
cultural, real, and 
sweat equity.

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

50%

2 - 7 7 - 1 2 1 2 - 1 7 1 7 - 2 2 2 2 - 2 7
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Considered together, 
all of these factors 
tell a story of artists 
and makers who 
would not be able 
to afford to practice 
in the Bay Area 
without DIY spaces. 
Without safe, 
affordable live-work 
spaces, Oakland’s 
artists would likely 
become homeless 
or would need to 
relocate.

SPACE

While these requirements might make it difficult for DIYers to stay in a rapidly changing Oakland, 
respondents noted that they continue to stay in the Bay Area due to their strong ties to community.

However, with 46% of respondents stating that they worry about housing security frequently, this 
commitment to Oakland and the Bay Area is often at odds with overall market forces. Significant 
proportions of respondents stated that they would likely be homeless if forced to leave their current 
home, and 62% noted that they would likely also have to leave the Bay Area. 29% of respondents 
reported that they were forced to leave a previous live-work space after it was shut down or closed.

MOST APPEALING ASPECTS OF LIVING 
IN THE BAY AREA AS AN ARTIST/MAKER?  

0% 60%40%20%

15%

15%Other

Access to outdoors

Political atmosphere

Established art scene

Local customer base

Creative community 62%

54%

46%

31%

23%Proximite friends & family

46%

38%
I would be homeless

Other informal housing
Another live-work space

Traditional market-rate rental
Unsure

With friends/family

0% 60%40%20%

38%

31%

15%

8%

IF YOU HAD TO LEAVE YOUR CURRENT 
HOME WHERE WOULD YOU GO?



26

Achieving stable funding will be essential to ensuring the sustainability of Safer 
DIY Spaces as an organization, enabling it to execute on critical components of 
legalizing spaces, and propelling its work into the future. This section explores 
financial models to outline pathways to long-term stability of existing live-work 
Spaces and potential new spaces, such as through ownership and/or other ways of 
maintaining permanently affordable rents. A market analysis of industrial spaces 
in Oakland and the East Bay will help situate live-work spaces within the industrial 
land marketplace and understand the market forces and financial considerations 
that affect the long-term viability of live-work spaces. This will facilitate the 
argument that live-work uses fill a critical gap in the industrial use market by 
securing naturally occurring affordable space for makers and other forms of light 
industry in pre-existing buildings, while simultaneously preserving and providing 
naturally occurring affordable housing. 

FINANCE
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This place is really special because 
I’m able to afford living here, 
there’s a lot of good things going on 
here: I have my people near me, 
my friends, my community, I have 
a place that feels like home, and 
it’s much more affordable than the 
average spot of this size in Oakland 
right now. If we lost this place, I 
wouldn’t be here anymore. I don’t 
know where I’d go. I wouldn’t stay 
in the Bay Area though.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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What is a proforma? Why is this useful?

Many people in the real estate development industry use the term “proforma” to refer to a 
financial model, generally in Excel, that contains a set of facts and assumptions about a real 
estate project. The project could be the purchase of a piece of real estate, the renovation 
of a building, or some combination of the two. It shows information about the construction 
costs, funding mechanisms, and building operations, and most importantly, how these 
three pieces work together. For example, a proforma can be used to lay out the cost of 
construction to renovate a building and how a mix of types of funding could be used to pay 
for it.

Proformas are a particularly useful tool for modeling different scenarios because they are 
dynamic, meaning they can change when inputs are changed. For example, it could be used 
to show how much more expensive a loan with a 5% interest rate would be compared with 
a 4% interest rate. It could also be used to estimate how much each tenant’s monthly rent 
would increase in order to pay for renovation costs.

Often proformas begin with rough guesses or assumptions for costs, and then as these 
details become finalized, the proforma is updated to show a clearer financial picture of a 
real estate project.

PROFORMA
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SAFER DIY SPACES PROFORMAS

The proformas put together for Safer DIY Spaces aim to show the tenants of three 
communities a financial story about their properties, including information about the 
construction costs for necessary renovations, operating costs for the building, and different 
possible funding scenarios.

These proformas explored three different funding scenarios for each property. All three 
scenarios share the same assumption that the property will undergo renovation to bring 
it up to code. They differ in their long-term structure, which has implications for how 
large the funding “gap” to be filled is. Filling this gap may require a mix of different funding 
sources, such as crowdfunding, grant applications, or City funds.

More information on how to use the proforma Excel workbook itself 
can be found in the “How to Use” tab of each proforma.

SCENARIO DESCRIPTION BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Tenants rent the 
building indefinitely.Rental

Purchase

• Least expensive
• Least complicated
• Less responsibility 

for management 
and maintenance of 
property

• Affordability not 
guaranteed

• Insecurity: at the 
landlord’s whim

Purchase the 
property outright.

• Affordability 
guarantee

• Security over the 
future of the property

• Most expensive
• Long-term 

responsibility for the 
property

Community 
Land Trust

Purchase property 
through a 
community land 
trust (CLT), so that 
tenants own the 
building and the 
CLT owns the land.

• Affordability 
guarantee

• Security over the 
future of the property

• Less expensive 
for residents than 
conventional 
purchase

• Must find CLT with 
the capacity to 
partner

• Higher upfront 
costs

• More responsibility 
for tenants
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Capital reserves: money set aside to pay for any large expenses for the building, like fixing a water 
heater, replacing a roof, etc. This is on top of routine maintenance.

Construction loan: money from a lender that funds the repairs and upgrades that need to 
happen to make a space legal. It can pay for both the “hard costs” (construction materials and 
labor) and “soft costs” (architectural fees, permit fees, engineering fees, etc.) of construction. 
Construction loans usually have short terms (1-2 years), which means that they must be repaid 
soon after construction is complete.

Debt: any type of loan you could get from a lender, i.e. a bank, credit union, foundation, etc.

Debt service: amount due each month to pay off debt.

DSCR: debt service coverage ratio – a ratio that helps funders assess whether a building has 
enough income (in the form of rent) to pay the monthly loan payments, plus a buffer. 1.25 is a 
standard metric.

Equity: money that the residents or a partner put directly into a development project. Lenders 
often want to see that residents have “skin in the game” so they require a certain amount of equity 
in the project to give you a loan.

LTV: loan-to-value ratio makes sure you’re not taking out too big a loan for the property value.

Permanent loan: otherwise known as a mortgage, this is a loan to buy a property. It often lasts 
for 30 years, and residents  pay a fixed amount each month to pay off interest and accrue equity 
(ownership) in the property.

Predevelopment: the period before construction begins, when many of the “soft costs,” such as 
architectural fees and building permit fees are due.

NOI: net operating income – the amount of money flowing in after expenses are taken care of; 
total monthly rent minus utilities and other expenses.

NSF: net square feet. Some costs in this document are expressed per NSF – a way to compare 
costs between this development and another to see if they are higher or lower than expected.

Revolving Loan Fund: Safer DIY Spaces is working with Community Vision, a regional nonprofit 
organization, to set up a revolving loan fund to pay for a portion of construction costs for 
live-work spaces. The money from this fund is a loan and must be repaid after construction is 
complete.

Takeout: the period when one loan needs to be repaid, often paid back by another loan, like the 
permanent loan. A new schedule for repaying the permanent loan then begins.

GLOSSARY
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The only alternative would be
for people to leave. 
I would try to hang on to it for a while because 
I run my business here in the Bay Area, and 
find someplace else to live. But I'm not sure 
that my business generates enough income to 
cover both of those costs. 
But, you know, I could always live in my truck, 
just park it out front.
Some of the other tenants would most likely 
become homeless. We already had one person 
that we know of within our group who was 
homeless and living in her van for quite a long 
time, and then she was part DIY. 
That’s a possibility for me too. There’s nothing 
here that is as cheap as this. I’d be foolish to let 
it go. On the other hand, if I can't live here and 
I have to spend money to live nearby, 
that may not be something I can swing. 
I don't know. You know, you cross that bridge 
when it happens.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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MARKET ANALYSIS
Industrial land has played a vital role in Oakland’s development ever since the arrival of the Central Pacific 
railroad in 1869. Factories, mills, lumber yards, and tanneries left their marks on Oakland’s cityscape, 
followed by food processing plants, foundries, and the Port of Oakland (Walker 2005). Warehouses and 
other industrial spaces remain important to Oakland’s economy today, with enduring strong markets for light 
manufacturing, commercial kitchens, and research and development space for the Bay Area’s ever-growing 
tech industry (Hanson interview 2019; Robinson interview 2019). Even as the Bay Area changes, Oakland’s 
manufacturing industry continues to employ nearly 9% of the city’s workforce, and movement of goods 
through the Port of Oakland and production of processed foods, metal products, transportation equipment, 
and machinery are among Oakland’s leading industries (City-Data 2019).

However, rising demand and skyrocketing costs are squeezing existing markets across Oakland as new 
markets threaten the stability of the city’s long-standing industrial economy. The growth of the cannabis 
production industry in Oakland, where cannabis was legalized in 2018, has spurred especially 
fierce competition for limited warehouse space across the city. Hopeful cannabis companies have 
overwhelmed city staff with permit applications, particularly in East and West Oakland where distance from 
residential areas and city schools makes permits easier to acquire, earning these neighborhoods the title of 
Oakland’s “unofficial green zone” (BondGraham 2018; Tabancay 2019). 

Anecdotal evidence of emerging cannabis trends is further supported by the industry’s location quotient, 
which compares the percentage of a location’s employment in a given industry to the percentage of 
employment in that industry in a larger region. Our project team compared cannabis industry employment 
data in Oakland to that of California overall using information obtained from ReferenceUSA for two sub-
industries - Marijuana Dispensaries and Marijuana Growers/Cultivators - and overall employment data 
from the 2017 American Community Survey. We calculated a location quotient of 3.1, signifying that since 
the legalization of marijuana, cannabis-related employment in Oakland has risen to a staggering three 
times that of California overall. This indicates the extent to which the emerging cannabis industry has 
reached a disproportionate fever pitch in Oakland.

As light industrial commercial real estate prices reach all-time highs in the city, well-capitalized cannabis 
companies have the means to drastically outbid other potential buyers. Low vacancy rates and high costs 
of construction in the area mean that new warehouse spaces cannot be built fast enough to meet 
demand, forcing industries out of Oakland to nearby cities like Tracy, Richmond, and Livermore. 
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Although financial analysts note that this trendy new market is certain to hit its saturation point, the City of 
Oakland will need to craft thoughtful policies and programs to ensure that it does not stifle the growth of, 
or eliminate entirely, Oakland’s many other vital industrial operations (Morrison 2017; Littman 2018).

This industrial market crisis particularly impacts Oakland’s live-work spaces, which have a long history of 
repurposing industrial spaces. Although the city has an ordinance preventing cannabis companies from 
acquiring permits for spaces used for housing or live-work - a significant legislative win to which Safer DIY 
Spaces contributed - these protections only apply to spaces that fall under the narrow, legal definitions 
of residential or legal live-work. Excluded from these protections are DIY work-only spaces, art spaces, 
and those live-work communities that have been forced underground out of fear or lack of funds for 
implementing the changes necessary to become legal. As a result, a work-only artist community called 
NIMBY was forced to close their East Oakland space in 2019 after 15 years. Their rent increased 
beyond the artists’ means, leaving them with no comparable affordable place to relocate and with the 
assumption that they would be replaced by a cannabis-growing operation (Tabancay 2019). 

Despite these threats, Oakland’s live-work spaces occupy a niche in the city’s industrial real estate market 
that merits the city’s efforts to preserve space for this unique use. Users of these spaces can make use of 
just about any building, while traditional users have specific requirements for floor area, ceiling height, and 
other site features. While cannabis companies may require 10,000-50,000 square feet to accommodate 
their industrial operations, live-work spaces can be substantially smaller, enabling them to productively 
occupy warehouses that may not fulfill other purposes in the market (Hanson interview 2019). Though 
some may lament a loss of industrial jobs, live-work spaces contribute to the local economy by providing 
workspace for artisans and artists whose work spans from furniture making to painting to metalwork to 
performance art. These uses are less environmentally harmful than many traditional industrial companies, 
both in terms of the activities performed on site and because they induce less heavy vehicle traffic in 
the area. When residential use is also permitted, it also helps chip at the region’s dire housing crisis, 
which has hit the local artist community particularly hard, by providing affordable living space with little 
to no commute. The live-work community also has a history of building positive relationships with the 
community and in their spaces, and can therefore be perceived as more desirable tenants than cannabis 
and other industries (Hanson interview 2019). Regardless of the higher rents that newer industrial markets 
can afford in Oakland, live-work spaces and communities make vital contributions to the East Bay’s 
economy, culture, environment, and housing market that merit preserving an ongoing role for 
these spaces in industrial Oakland.
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INDUSTRIAL MARKET SNAPSHOT WEST OAKLAND

TOTAL INVENTORY IN 2019: 10,664,924 square feet

VACANCY RATE: 6.9%

12 MONTH NET ABSORPTION:

12 MONTH RENT GROWTH:

191,000 square feet

8.5%

ANNUAL AVERAGE REAL ESTATE
CONSTRUCTED:

33,100 square feet

NEW CONSTRUCTION 
DEVELOPER/OWNERS:

Port of Oakland
Prologis, Inc. 
Andrew Motor Sports

West Oakland is an industrial stronghold in the Bay Area, home to a vast inventory of over 10.6 million 
square feet of industrial real estate. This neighborhood’s industrial market is bolstered by proximity 
to the Oakland waterfront and by the Port of Oakland, one of the foremost container ship facilities in 
the world. Over the past year, West Oakland had by far the largest net absorption - amount of newly 
occupied industrial space relative to new vacancies - of any neighborhood in the City of Oakland, at 
191,000 square feet. West Oakland also witnessed the strongest rate of rent growth in the city this year 
at 8.5%. Major players in West Oakland’s industrial market include the Port, wholesale, logistics, and 
distribution, manufacturing, and the industrial arts, design, and construction pursuits that attract a 
thriving live-work community. Much of West Oakland falls under the new federal Opportunity Zone 
designation, which will likely prompt an influx of capital in this industrial market as investors make their 
bids for tax incentives.

City of Oakland. (2014). “West Oakland Specific Plan: Final Plan.” 
Colliers International. (2019). “Oakland and Metropolitan Area Industrial Research & Forecast Report: Q2 2019.”

CoStar. (2019). East Bay Market Industrial Submarket Report: Oakland-West.” Prepared by Jonathan Stern, BRIDGE Housing: October 23, 2019. 
Port of Oakland. (2019). “Port of Oakland | Seaport, Airport, Commercial Real Estate.” 

Photo: CoStar 2019
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TOTAL INVENTORY IN 2019:

INDUSTRIAL MARKET SNAPSHOT EAST OAKLAND/
AIRPORT

photos from anna

11,060,851 square feet

VACANCY RATE: 2.2%

12 MONTH NET ABSORPTION:

12 MONTH RENT GROWTH:

33,800 square feet

8.3%

ANNUAL AVERAGE REAL ESTATE
CONSTRUCTED:

1,652 square feet

RECENT SIGNIFICANT SALES: Oakland Industrial Complex
Silk Flowers
Grainger Building

East Oakland, including neighborhoods surrounding the Oakland International Airport, houses the 
largest inventory of industrial real estate of any Oakland neighborhood at over 11 million square feet. 
Although this part of the city does not enjoy the same level of access to multimodal transportation 
networks and waterways that boost West Oakland’s industrial economy, East Oakland has a strong 
anchor in the airport, which necessitates a host of industrial activities. Several live-work spaces are 
active in this part of the city as well. East Oakland’s industrial rents per square foot are less expensive 
than in other neighborhoods of the city, but the neighborhood experienced significant rent growth last 
year at 8.3% and continues to demonstrate positive net absorption of industrial real estate. The vacancy 
rate for industrial space in the Airport neighborhood is very low at 2.2%, further indicating strong market 
demand there.

Colliers International. (2019). “Oakland and Metropolitan Area Industrial Research & Forecast Report: Q2 2019.
CoStar. (2019). East Bay Market Industrial Submarket Report: Oakland-Airport.” Prepared by Jonathan Stern, BRIDGE Housing: October 23, 2019. 

Photo: CoStar 2019
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Many policy and legal issues identified 
in the Spring 2018 studio report remain 
critically unaddressed for live-work 
spaces. This section aims to help 
Safer DIY Spaces distill the previous 
studio’s report, and to create accessible, 
actionable materials that Safer DIY 
Spaces and the live-work communities 
can use to mobilize support. These 
resources can inform a range of 
audiences on the policy issues at play in 
legalizing live-work spaces, advocate for 
critical protections and policy changes, 
and support live-work communities to 
not only survive, but to thrive.

ADVOCATE

If the permitting process 
were like truly focused on 
safety rather than meeting 
these check boxes from 
local, state, and federal 
requirements - many of 
which don't realistically 
have anything to do with 
like true life safety concerns 
in a building. The standard 
that one has to reach to do 
an above-board building 
conversion is much more 
strenuous than what 
one would do to create 
something that's safe and 
functional. It would be 
really beneficial if there was 
a clearer path to creating 
affordable spaces that didn’t 
have to jump through like 
fifty hoops. We’ll take 25 
hoops. Just fewer. 

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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MYTH BUSTING

Most live-work spaces are safely laid out and 
equipped with smoke detectors, lighted exit signs, fire 
extinguishers, and other basic life safety measures, 
thanks in large part to Safer DIY Spaces. Those that 
do not comply with Oakland’s building code are not 
aiming to break the rules, but legalizing live-work 
spaces is too costly for them to afford. The city 
should implement policies that make the pathway to 
legalization more feasible for these spaces who want 
to come forward and make their communities safer, 
but lack the means to do so.

“Live-work 
spaces are 
dangerous.”

MYTH FACT

“Live-work spaces 
barely exist in 

Oakland anymore.”

Safer DIY Spaces counts about 100 live-work spaces 
across Oakland as our clients. There are likely 100 
more live-work communities that have not yet come 
forward, out of fear that they will be displaced if they 
do so.

Our survey and interviews with members of the live-
work community show that many folks are one step 
from homelessness. Live-work spaces are a vital source  
of housing in a communal context with camaraderie 
that keeps Oakland’s creativity and innovation thriving. 
The spacious, flexible designs of former industrial 
buildings are well suited to support cultural production 
that makes Oakland a rich and vibrant community.

“Live-work spaces 
are not a viable 
housing option.”

The city is currently devoting very few resources to 
live-work spaces. It is critical for the city to dedicate 
more support to preserving live-work spaces as part 
of a broader fight to maintain existing affordable 
housing and prevent displacement in a rapidly 
changing Oakland.

“The City 
shouldn’t be 

using its limited 
resources to 

preserve live-
work spaces.”
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LIVE-WORK MANIFESTO

WE ADVOCATE for a non-punitive approach to code compliance. Building codes 
currently enforce high administrative fees on minor habitability violations. They have 
opaque and technical language that obscures understanding for residents. This has 
created a culture of fear for live-work residents. Inspectors should practice a harm 
reduction approach to code compliance by identifying and addressing life-safety hazards, 
not minor code violations. 

WE RECOGNIZE that lack of capital is a major obstacle in seeking code compliance 
and legality for live-work spaces. We support an amnesty program for live-work spaces 
that would forgive fees for unpermitted work. To promote participation in the amnesty 
program, we advocate for the creation of a live-work fund to aid residents in the costs of 
safety improvements and permitting.

WE SUPPORT increased education, outreach, and support for live-work spaces moving 
through the legalization process. Currently, Oakland’s Planning and Building Departments 
does not have the capacity to address the unique needs and challenges of live-work 
spaces. The City of Oakland should create a new position or interagency task force that 
can act as a sensitive facilitator and mediator for live-work residents as they navigate 
bureaucratic processes.  

WE CALL for increased financial literacy and autonomy for live-work spaces. We 
envision a world where live-workers are empowered to take ownership of their financial 
situations and ensure longevity and self-determination.

WE VIEW policies that improve safety and security for live-work spaces as part of a 
broader fight to preserve existing affordable housing and stop displacement.

WE ACKNOWLEDGE the ways in which the current narrative around live-work spaces 
in Oakland has shifted blame and undue financial burden onto residents for their living 
conditions. It is critical to change the conversation around live-work spaces in Oakland 
from one of fear and antagonism to collaboration and action. 
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I’m just happy Safer DIY Spaces 
exists. The sheer body of 
knowledge that David seems 
to have just, on the ready, and 
the way that he’s been able to 
interface with the city already, 
is just that’s encouraging and 
inspiring and I’m really happy to 
have an organization like that on 
our team. That’s a huge relief.

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019
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Living in a DIY space helped shape 
who I am today, and these spaces will 
always feel like home. The majority 
of the friends I made during that 
time still form the basis of my chosen 
family, and we still show up for one 
another. I wouldn't have made it 
without the space-- it was the first 
place I spoke honestly about my 
sexuality, trauma history, and deepest 
fears as well as the place I made my 
first moves toward my most authentic 
self. I wouldn't have been able to 
afford to stay in the Bay without it, 
and the Bay would never have felt 
like HOME in such a deep-in-the-
bones way. Ghost Ship broke my 
heart, and the attacks on these spaces 
feel like repeated stomps on it. I will 
forever fight for these spaces, even as 
I chide the younger generation about 
fire safety, putting rails on loft beds, 
etc. We gotta. 

“

– anonymous oakland live-work resident, 2019


