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INFORMATION CALENDAR 
November 27, 2007 

To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council 
From: Phil Kamlarz, City Manager 

Submitted by:  Michael Caplan, Acting Manager of Economic Development 

Subject: Solano Avenue Business Improvement District   

INTRODUCTION 
In November and December 2006, a substantial number of Berkeley Solano merchants 
signed petitions opposing renewal of the Solano Avenue Business Improvement District 
(hereafter “the Solano BID”) for 2007.   After listening to the views of opponents as well 
as supporters of the Solano Avenue BID, the Council renewed the BID assessment for 
2007 but at a rate 20% lower than 2004-2006 and directed the Solano Avenue Business 
Improvement District Advisory Board (hereafter, the “Advisory Board) to consult with the 
entire Berkeley Solano merchant community and develop a new workplan. The Council 
also mandated a financial review of the Solano Avenue BID.  (Resolution No. 6350–
N.S., Attachment 1)  
 
This item transmits the Advisory Board’s report on its efforts to develop a new workplan 
and reconcile differences among the merchants about the Solano BID.  The report also 
states the Advisory Board’s conclusion that the division within the merchant community 
over the Solano BID and its troubled relationship to the Solano Avenue Association 
(SAA) cannot be overcome in the near term and that continuing the BID would absorb 
time and energy that would be better spent on voluntary activities to promote the 
business district.   Both the Advisory Board and the Solano Avenue Association 
recommend that the assessment not be renewed for 2008. 
  
CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS EFFECTS 
 
At its meeting on November 7, 2007, the Advisory Board discussed a draft Annual 
Report for submission to the City Council.  Approval of the Annual Report with a 
recommended budget and workplan for 2008 would have initiated renewal of the Solano 
BID.  The Advisory Board, while approving the annual report as a summary of its 
activities in 2007, decided to recommend that the BID not be renewed for 2008. (M/S 
Powning/Thomas; Ayes: Austin, Bellevue, Powning, Snidow, Taghavi, Taylor, Thomas; 
Noes: None; Absent: Fischrup).   
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BACKGROUND 
 
Beginning in 2002, the SAA urged both Albany and Berkeley to form Business 
Improvement Districts (BIDs) on Solano Avenue to support the activities of the SAA.  
Their idea was that financing through BIDs in both cities would guarantee a regular, 
predictable budget for the SAA and avoid “free riders” who benefited from SAA services 
but who refused to join it and pay membership fees.   
 
On December 9, 2003, Council adopted an ordinance creating the Solano Avenue 
Business Improvement District. It was set up as a business-based BID that assesses all 
businesses on the Berkeley portion of Solano Avenue and a few commercial addresses 
on adjacent streets.  It must be renewed annually by the City Council.  As Berkeley 
formed a Solano Avenue BID but Albany did not, this meant that the SAA continued as 
a voluntary membership organization in Albany but in Berkeley membership was 
financed through the BID and therefore mandatory.   
 
From the beginning, this anomalous situation has contributed to tension and 
misunderstandings in the Berkeley Solano merchant community.  While many Berkeley 
merchants supported the SAA and valued its activities, some had never wanted to be 
members of the SAA and resented being forced to support it.   Unfortunately, some 
assessees began circulating rumors that the SAA and its executive director had 
misappropriated BID funds.  It is important to note that staff has found no evidence to 
support these rumors.  A financial review of the SAA-Solano BID relationship mandated 
by the City Council did not show any misappropriation of funds or serious accounting 
irregularities.  (See Solano Avenue Berkeley BID Financial Review, Attachment 2).   
 
The SAA is generally recognized as one of the best-established and most successful 
district merchant organizations in the Bay Area.  Its major annual event, the Solano  
Stroll, attracts well over 100,000 people and plays a major role in creating regional 
awareness about the Solano Avenue business district.  Hard-working merchant 
volunteers assisted by one part-time staff person also organize other promotional 
events (Day of the Dead, Chocolate and Art Festival), distribute 14,000 Solano business 
directories and maintain a website of Solano businesses.    
 
Nevertheless, some businesses feel that they do not benefit from the Solano Stroll 
because on that particular day, their business decreases because regular customers 
cannot reach their store.  This point of view ignores the benefits from a regional event 
that promotes Solano Avenue as a whole.      
 
As a result of the Council’s conditional renewal in 2007, the Advisory Board made a 
conscientious effort to reach out to merchants, including a mail survey of service 
priorities for the BID.  Based on the survey, the Advisory Board developed a new 
workplan that included three elements:  1) continued membership in the SAA for 
Berkeley merchants and participation in its programs (Solano Stroll and other events, 
Solano Directory and website, etc.); 2) sidewalk cleaning for the assessment area in 
Berkeley; and 3) a cable television advertising campaign for the holiday season.  The 
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Advisory Board believes that most Berkeley Solano merchants value these BID-
financed programs.  
 
Unfortunately, the ongoing controversy has made service on the Advisory Board time-
consuming and unpleasant.  In recent weeks, it has become clear that despite the 
Advisory Board’s efforts, the same condition would continue in 2008.  Recently, the SAA 
Board of Directors discussed the actual value of the Solano Berkeley BID and decided 
to recommend that the BID not be renewed.  In 2007, the BID provided $14,636 in 
membership funds for Berkeley merchants, but the same amount could probably be 
raised through voluntary memberships.     The SAA Board concluded that their time 
would be better spent focused on positive activities to promote the business district. The 
current SAA Board President, Attorney Robert Cheasty, stated the SAA’s point of view 
at the November 7 meeting prior to the Advisory Board’s vote.     

CONTACT PERSON 
Dave Fogarty, Economic Development Project Coordinator, 981-7530 

Attachments:  
1. Resolution No. 63,530–N.S. 
2. Solano Avenue Berkeley BID Financial Review 
3. Report of the Solano Avenue Business Improvement District Advisory Board 
4. November 8, 2007 letter from the Solano Avenue Association 
 































 




