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Dealing with the aftermath of the October 17th earth-
quake has been quite a challenge for our community.  
Public works officials have identified over 1400 buildings 
damaged at a repair cost estimated to be in excess of 
$500 million.  150 unsafe buildings were immediately eva-
cuated and boarded-up, some 400 had limited entry and 
required more detailed engineering analysis, and over 800 
small buildings had unsafe areas.  This has had a profound 
effect on low income housing, with over 1600 persons dis-
placed from 7 major residential hotels and 4 apartment 
buildings; on the central business district where a number of 
older, larger prominent buildings, including City Hall have 
sustained substantial damage and required closure; and 
on residential properties throughout the city where chim-
neys and other masonry suffered distress. 

By most accounts, Oakland did remarkably well in res-
ponding to the immediate crisis of the earthquake.  City 
officials were able to shift focus quite early from response to 
recovery.  It must be recognized, however, that this was an 
earthquake of relatively moderate effect in Oakland.  With 
the exception of the Cypress freeway collapse, loss of life 
or injury from structure collapse was minimal, and the im-
mediate threat was quickly contained using local re-
sources.  The intensity and duration of this past earthquake 
in Oakland is only a fraction of what might be expected 
from a 7 on the Hayward fault - an earthquake that experts 
predict has a 50% chance of occurring within the next 30 
years.  In many ways, the lessons we learn from this expe-
rience, and more importantly, the manner in which we deal 
with repair and restoration, will have an important effect 
not only on how we deal with recovery, but how we fare as 
a community with the inevitable significant earthquake 
occurs. 

Soon after the earthquake, an emergency order was 
adopted by the City Manager, and later ratified by the City 
Council, which addresses buildings posing an imminent 
hazard (authorizing the city to perform abatement work at 
the owner’s expense if not performed immediately) and 
established a process and standard for building repair (in-
cluding requirements for structural and life-safety up-
grades). 

The issue of imminent hazard was problematic - some 
buildings or portions of buildings posed an immediate 
threat to adjacent property or public rights-of-way, and 
needed to be dealt with quickly.  Fortunately, the extent of 
such damage was relatively low and only 15 buildings, 
mainly smaller structures, suffered severe enough damage 
that they had to be demolished.  Besides the legal implica-
tions, from a community and historic perspective, much of 
the damage occurred to older structures whose preserva-
tion was desirable.  In most cases, review was performed 
not only by city staff, but also by two separate structural 
engineering consulting firms before notices were sent to 
owners. 

With respect to standards for repair, the following was 
adopted in the emergency order: 

The area of repair must comply with current code.  As 
of January 1, 1990, this is the California State Building code, 
also known as Title 24, which embodies the 1990 UBC. 

If a building is one which we have classed as high risk, 
and has suffered 10% or more loss of pre-earthquake lateral 

capacity, the entire building is required to be structurally 
upgraded to current code, and upgraded with life safety 
improvements.  Waivers may be granted where repair to 
upgraded standards is economically unfeasible or imprac-
tical.  Buildings that have historical significance are eligible 
for consideration under provisions of the State Historical 
Building Code.  Building owners submit a damage assess-
ment report prepared by an architect, civil, or structural 
engineer licensed by the State of California detailing the 
condition of the structure and a proposed program for 
repair.  Analysis for determining loss of lateral capacity is 
based on the ultimate capacity of those elements that 
participate in withstanding lateral forces, whether they are 
designed structural elements or not. 

In establishing these standards for repair, we started 
with the basic premise that given the seismic threat in 
Oakland, buildings above some minimal threshold of dam-
age should be upgraded to modern structural and life-
safety standards.  This is founded in the belief that any 
earthquake mitigation effort must begin with those build-
ings demonstrated most susceptible to earthquake dam-
age - and while earthquakes are different in their promul-
gation and effect on specific buildings - those buildings 
which suffered significant damage from the recent earth-
quake are clearly in this category. 

Exactly what threshold and what standard, however, is 
another dimension and one which has been the subject of 
much community discussion and debate, and rightly so, as 
Oakland’s determination in this area will have important 
economic, social, as well as life-safety consequences.  
Since putting forward the Emergency Order, staff has been 
developing a permanent ordinance which incorporates 
and expands on the provisions of the Emergency Order. 

This effort has included significant community involve-
ment from architects, engineers, building owners, business 
associations, and preservationist concerns.  A number of 
modifications and enhancements have resulted, including 
lowering the threshold for upgrading non-high risk buildings 
from 25% to 20% loss of lateral capacity; reducing the re-
quirements for upgrading one and two dwelling unit struc-
tures and simplifying the permit process; adding processes 
and requirements for expeditious staff review of damage 
assessment reports and requests for variances; establishing 
a special Board of Earthquake Appeals for more compre-
hensive and expedited determination of appeals; and 
expanding language addressing requirements for va-
riances. 

The proposed ordinance is before our City Council, 
which has the difficult task of sorting through its implica-
tions.  This is made difficult by the complexity of the issues, 
the lack of precedent and clear definition of standards for 
repair and upgrading of earthquake damaged buildings, 
and the need to act quickly.  We are hopeful of its adop-
tion, not only to continue the process of recovery, but to 
prepare for the next earthquake.  
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