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M usic, chatter and echoes 
of clanking silverware 
and plates replaced the 

usual hum of traffic on Univer-
sity Avenue last weekend.

“It feels like we’re in a differ-
ent place — like I’m on vaca-
tion,” Solette Westerberg said.

Westerberg, a Sunnyvale 
resident, enjoyed lunch with 
her husband and two children 
at Local Union 271, a farm-to-
table restaurant that had close to 
40 customers at one time during 

the lunch hour on Saturday. 
Everyone was outside seated at 
physically distanced tables and 
assisted by masked servers.

As part of the city’s Summer 
Streets program, University Av-
enue was closed on June 26-28 
from Cowper Street to High 
Street in an effort to support 
local businesses as Santa Clara 
County’s shelter-at-home order 
continues. Starting Friday, July 
3, at 10 a.m., the city will close 
the street everyday of the week 

until Aug. 2.
Turning University Avenue 

into a bike-and-pedestrian mall 
follows the closure of California 
Avenue two weeks ago, which 
was quickly embraced by busi-
ness owners, residents and mem-
bers of City Council. Mayor 
Adrian Fine has been vocal in 
council meetings and on Twit-
ter about the pleasures of sitting 
outside on both avenues without 
cars. Restaurateurs who have a 
stake on University agreed.

“This is amazing,” said Gary 
Gill, owner of Curry Pizza 
House. “This is what we were 
looking for.”

With outdoor dining, Gill said 
he can have more tables to serve 
diners than he could when he was 
limited to the inside of his res-
taurant, and the ability to operate 
beyond takeout orders gives him 
the chance to rehire some of the 
eight staff members he laid off.

Curry Pizza House and other 
eateries, including Local Union 
271 and Cafe Venetia, are see-
ing that foot traffic translate into 
higher sales. 

Data independently collected 
by Ross Mayfield, founder of 
Frontline Foods’ Silicon Valley 
chapter, showed that the 34 food 
businesses he surveyed, which 
include ice cream shops, cafes 

Upfront
Local news, information and analysis

Diners eat outside on University Avenue on June 27, as part of the city’s Summer Streets program.
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District 
proposes 
fall plan

Middle, high schoolers  
to learn online; 

elementary students  
to be on campuses

by Elena Kadvany

T he Palo Alto school district 
is taking a “middle of the 
road” approach to reopen-

ing schools this fall, Superinten-
dent Don Austin said this week, 
with elementary school students 
returning to campuses in person 
while middle and high schoolers 
likely will be primarily learning 
remotely.

The district released its pro-
posed reopening plan on June 30, 
which is subject to approval by the 
school board. The plan came out 
soon after the Santa Clara County 
Public Health Department issued 
its requirements and recom-
mendations for safely reopening 
schools in the fall.

The biggest evolution in the 
plan is the proposal for the mid-
dle and high schools. As recently 
as last week, the district was still 
considering a hybrid model, with 
groups of students alternating 
coming to school in person two 
days a week. School board mem-
bers voiced support last week for 
prioritizing distance learning, 
particularly for high schoolers.

On Tuesday, Austin said staff 
were unable to create a program 
for a hybrid model that they felt 
confident in moving forward with.

“The details, once you really 
got into that blended model at the 
secondary level, became so prob-
lematic that we found ourselves 
becoming more complicated in a 
time where we all believe (having 

(continued on page 13)

Problems of police reform take center stage

R on Davis believes re-
forming the police is not 
enough. It’s time to rei-

magine it.
Davis, who served as East 

Palo Alto police chief between 
2005 and 2013 before becoming 

executive director of President 
Barack Obama’s President’s Task 
Force on 21st-century Policing, 
observed that the nature of police 
work, whether in Palo Alto or East 
Palo Alto, hasn’t changed in de-
cades. Police departments remain 

similar, in structure and design, to 
how they were in the 1940s and 
1950s, he said.

But given the historic function 
of police in a society where racism 
permeates systems, this failure to 
change has created a problem.

“We police in pretty much the 
same way and we police for the 
same reasons,” Davis said June 25 
at a virtual town hall sponsored 
by the Palo Alto Weekly and Palo 

Alto Online. “But we were de-
signed to enforce Jim Crow laws. 
We were designed to contain and 
to oppress communities of color. 
So until we remove that structural 
racism, that systemic racism, then 
everything else we’re reforming, 
we’re just putting Band-Aids on 
the festering wound of racism.”

The conversation, titled “Race, 
Justice and the Color of Law,” 
was moderated by Henrietta 

Burroughs, executive director of 
East Palo Alto Center for Com-
munity Media.

It brought together police 
chiefs and community members 
to discuss the topics of systemic 
racism, police transparency and 
ways to overcome obstacles that 
for decades have stood in the way 
of change.

(continued on page 12)

Police chiefs, community leaders recommend 
steps to make officers more accountable

by Gennady Sheyner

City to close University Avenue  
to cars for a month

Diners enjoy outdoor meals as worries about the coronavirus continue
by Lloyd Lee

(continued on page 13)
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Upfront

O n Hamilton Avenue in 
front of Palo Alto City 
Hall, a nearly 245-foot-

long and 17-foot-tall vibrant street 
mural materialized this week, 
becoming the latest rallying cry 
in the local effort to further the 
Black Lives Matter movement. 

The public art project, which 
spells out “Black Lives Matter” 
in block letters on the road, was 
proposed by community mem-
bers and unanimously supported 
by the City Council and Public 
Art Commision. Nia Taylor and 
Ally Richter, current and former 
art commissioners, respectively, 
quickly put out a call for artists, 
netting 89 applicants. From those, 
16 budding and seasoned Bay 

Area-based artists, including solo 
artists, two duo collaborations and 
an art club from San Jose’s The 
Harker School, were chosen. Each 
artist or group of artists was given 
a letter in the phrase to paint and 
a $700 stipend. Their work began 
early in the morning on June 30. 

“I’m just trying to display his-
tory out here, put it in people’s 
faces and make them aware,” said 
Demetris Washington, 29, a Sac-
ramento-based muralist. Wash-
ington, who was recently high-
lighted in the media for leading a 
similar project in front of the state 
Capitol, was assigned to paint the 
“B” in the mural. 

His letter features the Nile Riv-
er, Egyptian pyramids and black 

hieroglyphic symbols of peace 
and love, among others, against a 
yellow backdrop that nods to the 
now iconic mural painted near 
the White House — the one that 
launched the plastering of “Black 
Lives Matter” in front of gov-
ernment buildings and city halls 
nationwide.

“This is a step in a good direc-
tion,” said Taylor, who is currently 
the sole Black member of the art 
commission. “I think there’s been 
a lot of African Americans in this 
community who have often felt 
underrepresented.”

As artists went about their 
work, each letter began to evoke a 
timely reminder of Black life and, 
more solemnly, death. The letter 

After painting Black Lives Matter mural, 
artists ask: What more will be done?

Street in front of City Hall transformed into visual rallying cry
by Lloyd Lee 

Effort to lower voting age hits roadblock
For Rachel Owens, the events of the past month have amplified 

the message that she and dozens of her peers have been preaching 
for the past year: Young people should have a greater voice in local 
government.

Owens, who will be a senior at Palo Alto High School this fall, is 
president of Vote16 Palo Alto, a group that is championing a proposal 
to lower the voting age for local elections to 16. 

The group’s bid to give youth more representation ran into a seem-
ingly insurmountable obstacle last week: an exhausted City Council 
ready for its summer break. Despite pleas from dozens of speakers in a 
series of meetings, the council declined to consider the proposed bal-
lot measure on June 23, its final meeting before its summer vacation. 

Councilman Greg Tanaka proposed at the June 22 meeting that 
the council schedule a full discussion of the upcoming election and, 
specifically, the Vote16 Palo Alto initiative. Mayor Adrian Fine im-
mediately shut down the discussion, saying the item is not on the 
council’s agenda.

Theoretically, the city can direct staff on Aug. 3 to craft a resolution 
and then approve it at a special meeting before the Aug. 7 deadline 
for submitting measures. But given the time it takes to prepare a reso-
lution and perform all the necessary analysis and legal review, this 
course of action is highly unlikely. 

—Gennady Sheyner

Federal lawsuit alleges police pattern of abuse
 As Palo Alto explores reforms to its Police Department, city leaders 

are also responding to fresh accusations that two recent high-profile 
arrests in the Barron Park neighborhood are part of the agency’s 
broader trend of deception and discrimination.

Over the past month, as demonstrators across the nation rallied to 
oppose police brutality and promote social justice, the City Council 
has heard dozens of comments from residents at meetings calling for 
the city to discipline officers involved in the 2018 arrest of Gustavo 
Alvarez at his home in Buena Vista Mobile Home Park and the 2019 
arrest of Julio Arevalo in front of Happy Donuts.

The city has already paid $572,500 to settle the Alvarez suit, which 
also has sparked an FBI investigation, according to NBC Bay Area. 
On June 24, Arevalo’s attorney Cody Salfen, who also represented 
Alvarez, filed a  federal lawsuit against the city over the July 10, 2019, 
arrest of Arevalo. The suit alleges a “decades-long pattern and prac-
tice of tolerating, promoting and encouraging PAPD officers’ thug-
gery, violence, dishonesty, barbarism and maiming of individuals like 
the plaintiff in the present matter.”

Filed by Salfen and Samuel J. Gordon in the U.S. District Court 
for the Northern District of California, the suit pertains to an arrest 
of Arevalo by Agent Thomas DeStefano, who claimed he had seen 
Arevalo engage in what appeared to be a hand-to-hand drug transac-
tion. The arrest was captured by the doughnut shop’s surveillance 
camera and by DeStefano’s body-worn camera, footage that the de-
partment released earlier this month. Neither footage shows the drug 
transaction that DeStefano references. It does show DeStefano asking 
Arevalo to stop and Arevalo attempting to walk away. DeStefano then 
attempts to detain Arevalo and takes him to the ground, which led to 
Arevalo sustaining a fractured orbital bone during the arrest. 

The 199-page complaint details a series of incidents, some stretch-
ing back to nearly two decades, and policies that it alleges have con-
tributed to the culture of discrimination. 

—Gennady Sheyner

Fire starts in homeless encampment
A rapidly spreading vegetation fire broke out in a homeless en-

campment Wednesday afternoon and caused the evacuation of homes 
in an East Palo Alto neighborhood.

Crews from the Menlo Park Fire Protection District responded 
shortly after 2 p.m. to the wind-driven fire, which was threatening 
residences on Shorebreeze Court and along Beech Street, fire Chief 
Harold Schapelhouman said in a statement.

The fire broke out in recently cut dry grass and was moving into 
thicker vegetation and trees bordering Shorebreeze. Police evacuated 
the homes, according to the online safety-alert app Citizen.

Investigators found several encampments of homeless people and 
suspect that drug paraphernalia at the fire’s origin point might have 
ignited the recently cut grass. It was the third fire of the day, with the 
two other much smaller fires attributed to a man setting small fires 
along the U.S. Highway 101 and University Avenue corridor in the 
morning, he said. 

“We’ve seen a major increase in the number of encampment fires in 
the last couple of months as well as fireworks-related fires, especially 
here in East Palo Alto. We will be up-staffing with more units and 
personnel for the upcoming holiday,” Schapelhouman said. 

The fire destroyed some fences, but no homes ignited. 
—Sue Dremann

News Digest

Artists work on a street mural that spells out “Black Lives Matter” outside of Palo Alto City Hall on 
June 30.
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Artists fill in the letters of the “Black Lives Matter” mural on Hamilton Avenue with artwork reflecting 
the injustices Black people have been subjected to, the achievements they have made and the demands 
that are as yet unmet.
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Upfront

“M” includes a golden portrait of 
Breonna Taylor, the 26-year-old 
Black medical worker who was 
fatally shot by Louisville Metro 
Police Department officers in 
her apartment. It was painted 
by muralist Nico Berry and his 
daughter Simone. In one “T,” Bri-
ena Brown, 20, a San Jose State 
University student, painted Black 
Greek muses of history, music 
and love poetry to reflect her own 
dual heritage and to tell viewers 
that “Black women are the root to 
everything,” she said.

The letters of the mural, taken 
together, express the multi-faceted 
impact that the three-word phrase 
has had since the death of George 
Floyd in the custody of Minneap-
olis police officers: It recalls the 
injustices Black people have been 
subjected to, the achievements 
they have made so far, the de-
mands that still need to be met and 
the fact that Black lives matter.

But it also brings up the ques-
tion that countless Black commu-
nity members, including the pro-
testers and speakers of Palo Alto’s 
Juneteenth rally on June 19, have 
anxiously asked: How long will 
this last?

The city’s mural, like many oth-
ers, is temporary. Depending on 
weather and traffic conditions, 
the water-based latex paint used 
for the mural is expected to last 
anywhere from one to three years, 
Public Art Program coordinator 
Nadya Chuprina said.

None of the artists carried the il-
lusion that the mural would last for-
ever. Stuart Robertson, who added 
Pan-African colors and his home 
country’s flag of Jamaica in the 
quilt-like patterns of his “R,” was 
clear-minded about the fact that, 
like all art, the city mural is per-
formative — “a gesture,” he said.

“We could do without the mu-
ral,” said Robertson, 28, a painter 
who recently earned his masters 
of fine arts degree from Stanford 
University. “But it’s good that the 
community is generating aware-
ness. It’s a way to make the con-
versation more visible.”

Kenan Moos — the 21-year-
old who organized a June 5 pro-
test against police violence in 
Los Altos and came out with his 

drone Tuesday to film the mural’s 
creation — said the project was 
“a very, very small part of what 
needs to be done.”

“Performative is good and bad,” 
Moos said, echoing Robertson’s 
sentiment. “The bad side of ‘per-
formative’ is a lot of people feel 
that it’s all that needs to be done. 
The mural is great in terms of 
making a statement, but the state-
ment needs to be followed up with 
the City Council’s actions.”

Over the past month, city lead-
ers have taken a closer look at the 
Police Department’s policies as 
local protests, which have drawn 
thousands of community mem-
bers, took place against police 
brutality and systemic racism. 
The council has also formed ad 
hoc committees to review police 
policies and make monthly re-
ports to the public. 

Other local and national de-
mands include increased diversity 
initiatives, whether in classrooms, 
newsrooms or government. 
Through the Public Art Commis-
sion, Taylor hopes that the city 

can start to highlight more voices 
and artists of color within the 
community.

“The art that we have needs to 
represent the people that we have 
in our community,” Taylor said.

Several artists and members of 
the public on June 30 spoke with 
Mayor Adrian Fine, who came to 
observe the painting of the mu-
ral. Robertson told him that the 
city’s approval of a mural will 

not be enough.
“At the end of the day, this mu-

ral will wash away, cars are gonna 
drive over it and it’ll eventually 
disappear,” Robertson said. “We 
hope that the trend or the interest 
doesn’t disappear with it.”

Additional artists who contrib-
uted to the mural include Adam 
Amram of Palo Alto; Masuma 
Ahmed of Palo Alto; Urna Bajra-
charya of Mountain View; Shiraaz 

Bhabha of Palo Alto; Cece Carpio 
of Oakland; Sarah Joy Espinoza-
Evans of San Jose; Ruth Feseha of 
San Jose; Janet Foster of Menlo 
Park; Elizabeth Daphne Foggie 
of Oakland; Richard Hoffman 
of San Jose; Ann McMillian of 
Mountain View; and Sasha and 
Ben Vu of Oakland. 

Editorial Assistant Lloyd 
Lee can be emailed at llee@
paweekly.com.

Sixteen budding and seasoned Bay Area-based artists were selected from a pool of 89 
applicants to each decorate one letter in the “Black Lives Matter” mural on June 30.  
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George Floyd’s, Rayshard Brooks’ and Ahmaud Arbery’s names are painted on the 
“S” in the “Black Lives Matter” mural.  
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This aerial view shows the street mural in progress.
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This aerial view shows the completed street mural, nearly 245 feet long and 17 feet wide, on Hamilton Avenue. 
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Upfront

The list of ideas included re-
pealing policies that allow of-
ficers to purge their records of 
citizen complaints; discouraging 
use of force in police training; 
reforming the appeals process for 
officers facing misconduct alle-
gations; and bringing in the com-
munity to discuss a fundamental 
question: What role should the 
police play in the modern society?

The discussion came at a time 
when police departments across 
the nation are rethinking their 
service models after weeks of 
demonstrations following George 
Floyd’s death. In Palo Alto, about 
500 people marched in downtown 
Palo Alto on June 19 to celebrate 
Juneteenth, a holiday that com-
memorates the end of slavery, and 
to hear speakers recall the racial 
discrimination they experienced 
in their hometown. And the City 
Council has just kicked off a pro-
cess of reviewing and updating 
policies in its own police depart-
ment, which has recently seen two 
lawsuits alleging excessive force.

On use of force
One good place to start, the en-

tire panel agreed, is the 8 Can’t 
Wait platform, which calls for 
such policies as banning choke-
holds, requiring de-escalation of 
situations, mandating that officers 
intervene when a colleague is us-
ing excessive force and prohibit-
ing cops from shooting at moving 
vehicles.

Everyone agreed that the mea-
sures are reasonable and that most 
departments already have many 
of these policies in place, either 
because of state or local man-
dates. Palo Alto Police Chief Bob 
Jonsen noted that the department 
has just adopted a ban on carotid 
control hold, a policy change that 
was proposed by officers them-
selves. The department, he said, 
continues to actively evaluate its 
policies for consistency with 8 
Can’t Wait.

East Palo Alto Police Chief Al 
Pardini said his department made 
the same move. Pardini called 8 
Can’t Wait a great “prompter” for 
discussing change.

“I looked at those eight differ-
ent items and ended up imme-
diately meeting with the police 
unions and taking the carotid 
restraint out of our use-of-force 
policy,” Pardini said.

But Davis said that while 
the 8 Can’t Wait policies are “a 
good start,” departments need to 

constantly reinforce the sanctity 
of human life in their use-of-force 
policies. The more officers value 
life, the more they’ll look for ways 
to use non-lethal force.

“What shocked the country in 
watching 8 minutes and 46 sec-
onds was not just the brutality of 
the moment,” Davis said, referring 
to the May 25 killing of Floyd by 
a Minneapolis police officer. “Do 
you know how much you have to 
devalue life to sit there for 8 min-
utes and 46 seconds, while you’re 
killing somebody? That means 
that person was dehumanized. 
That’s the part of the structural 
racism that’s there.”

On systemic racism
Panelists agreed that police de-

partments are a microcosm of the 
broader community and, as such, 
inevitably reflect the racism that 
has long been embedded in the 
wider society. Olatunde Sobome-
hin, CEO of StreetCode Acad-
emy, an educational nonprofit in 
East Palo Alto, said at the town 
hall that the experiences of Black 
people are rooted in the racial hi-
erarchy that has existed since the 
first European settlers came to 
America, stretching through 200 
years of slavery, 50 years of Jim 
Crow laws and the current system 
of mass incarceration.

The fruits of this root, Sobome-
hin said, are the experiences of his 
8-year-old child, who feels lonely 
as the only Black kid in school, or 
his 15-year-old, who is confused 
because he doesn’t understand 
how someone can stand on an-
other man for 8 minutes and 46 
seconds.

“It’s caused me to weep pro-
fusely because I’m now facing 
the idea that my kids will have to 
one day realize that it’s not about 
what they do, it’s about the racist 
system that they’re in,” Sobome-
hin said.

Change, he said, is well 
overdue.

“Now is our time. It’s our Em-
mett Till moment. It’s our 1968 
moment. It’s a once in a genera-
tion moment to uplift the entire 
system,” Sobomehin said.

Paul Bains, president and co-
founder of Project WeHope and 
pastor of Saint Samuel Church of 
God in Christ, concurred. Bains, 
who also works as chaplain to 
police departments in Palo Alto, 
East Palo Alto and Menlo Park, 
said racism in America tears at 
the fabric of everything from fair 
housing and a fair justice system 
to food security.

“Is there racism in the police de-
partment? Yes there is, but there’s 
racism in all other areas too, like 
institutional racism in academia. I 
feel the police department is one 
aspect where we have to root out 
racism, but there’s many other ar-
eas of society we have to work on 
as well,” Bains said.

On police accountability
One policy change that would 

make an immediate difference in 
the police department — repeal-
ing a provision that allows police 
officers to have citizen complaints 
expunged from their records, in 
some cases after as little as two 
years — was highlighted by Win-
ter Dellenbach, an attorney and 
community activist who founded 
Friends of Buena Vista Mobile 
Home Park.

This current provision, she 
said, makes it difficult for police 
departments to ensure that they 
don’t hire officers with histories 
of misconduct.

“This is wrong, this is serious,” 
Dellenbach said. “If you’re trying 
to make sure you’re not doing lat-
eral hires for misconduct, if you’re 
trying to track a record, this is not 
good practice.”

When asked whether he would 
support a law that would eliminate 
the policy on purging records, 
Jonsen said that he is committed 
to keeping his officers account-
able but argued that the system of 

disciplining an officer is complex. 
Some of these policies, he noted, 
are rooted in state laws — includ-
ing the Peace Officers Bill of 
Rights — and would be difficult 
to abolish.

“There has to be a system that’s 
designed, and this is where it gets 
complex, to where there’s a bal-
ance and there’s a fair due process 
associated with it,” Jonsen said. 

“It’s such a complex structure 
that to disentangle it on a state-
wide or even national level is go-
ing to take some work, it’s not go-
ing to happen overnight,” Jonsen 
said.

Davis took a clearer position.
“I think the answer should be 

‘Yes,’” Davis said. “This is one 
of those structures that, although 
it had honorable intent, has had 
a very damaging effect. ... You 
should not use discipline from 
10 years ago to keep penalizing 
someone who made a mistake. 
They should have the ability to 
learn from mistakes in their ca-
reer and keep growing. But the 
idea that you would destroy a re-
cord from someone who has been 
given such enormous power, the 
power to take freedom, the power 
to take life — there is no com-
plexity with that.”

Sobomehin also called the 
policy on purging records wrong, 
particularly given the fact that 2.3 
million people are incarcerated, 
in many cases for non-violent 
crimes, and don’t have the same 
luxury.

“To me that’s hypocritical, 
when there are literally a quarter-
million children who are locked 
up for life for a non-homicidal 
thing they did as a kid,” Sobome-
hin said. “Now we’re not allow-
ing for records to be expunged for 
children, but for police officers, 
who have the power to take lives, 
to take futures, (records) are now 
expunged.”

On arbitration
Existing police union contracts, 

which make it hard in many cases 
for police departments to disci-
pline officers facing misconduct 
allegations, are a major obstacle to 

getting rid of bad officers, Davis 
and his colleagues said. 

Pardini concurred and noted 
that in some cases, the arbitra-
tion process makes it easier for 
officers to challenge and overturn 
suspension and termination.

“What we see, and where it 
comes back to haunt police chiefs, 
is when you have a serious case 
and you try to terminate someone 
and they go to arbitration,” Par-
dini said. “And maybe they get 
a suspension, but you don’t want 
this person on your police force 
based on what they’ve done and 
how they conducted themselves, 
and they get ordered back into the 
police force.”

One possible reform, Pardini 
said, is taking arbitration out of 
the hands of attorneys and em-
ploying retired judges, who are 
better suited to fairly evaluating 
the cases.

Davis noted that arbitrators 
often use a higher standard than 
chiefs in evaluating misconducts 
and the chief, in some cases, may 
lose before the case even starts. 
An arbitrator may also see a fi-
nancial benefit in “splitting the 
baby” and reducing the proposed 
punishment, a result that may help 
them maintain their employment 
as arbitrators. He suggested that 
arbitrators be required to use the 
same standards as chiefs in evalu-
ating an officer’s misconduct.

Jonsen warned that changes to 
arbitration practices are some-
thing that police unions would 
be very resistant to, particularly 
when a new chief comes in and 
starts implementing significant 
changes.

“There’s concern that a new 
chief could come in and start dis-
ciplining people excessively, with 
no protection (for officers),” Jon-
sen said.

Davis agreed that changing 
the rules would be tough but ar-
gued that arbitration should be 
put on the table during contract 
negotiations.

“It’s going to be a heck of a 
fight, but it’s going to be worth it 
if you can get a good appeal pro-
cess that’s fair to the officer but 
not an obstruction to the constitu-
tion of policing,” Davis said.

On the path forward
The urgent task of reforming 

police work and addressing sys-
temic racism will have to involve 
the entire community, the police 
chiefs and the community activ-
ists agreed. 

Dellenbach said the society has 
a “historic window” that won’t be 
open for long and that residents 

Justice
(continued from page 5)

From left top row: Former East Palo Alto police Chief Ron Davis, attorney Winter Dellenbach, Palo Alto 
police Chief Bob Jonsen, East Palo Alto police Chief Al Pardini, StreetCode Academy CEO Olatunde 
Sobomehin, East Palo Alto Center for Community Media Executive Director Henrietta Burroughs and 
Project WeHope co-founder Paul Bains participate in a June 25 town hall on race and policing.
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‘Now is our time. 
It’s our Emmett Till 
moment. It’s our 
1968 moment. It’s a 
once in a generation 
moment to uplift the 
entire system.’

— Olatunde Sobomehin,  
CEO, StreetCode Academy

‘It’s going to be a 
heck of a fight, but it’s 
going to be worth it.’

— Ron Davis, former police 
chief, East Palo Alto

‘If we’re going to 
look to make some 
major changes in this 
profession, I think 
the time is now to do 
that.’

— Bob Jonsen,  
police chief, Palo Alto

(continued on page 13)
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fewer) moving parts is going to be 
the key to success,” he said. “We 
think ... the distance learning ap-
proach for secondary students 
is the best chance at us getting 
through the curriculum in a way 
that matches the pacing of the 
past.”

The district’s secondary schools 
plan diverges from the county’s 
allowance for middle and high 
school students to attend school 
in person with certain precautions 
in place.

Under the district’s proposal, 
however, middle and high school 
students would regularly go to 
campuses for small group activi-
ties, such as science labs, student 
government, clubs and study 
groups. Extracurricular activi-
ties will be available in socially 
distanced settings, the district’s 
report states.

Students in middle and high 
school would receive grades in 
the fall, and all schools and class-
es would follow an established 
schedule that includes education 
conducted in real time, also known 
as “synchronous” learning. The 
schools will take attendance daily.

The district also plans to open 
“PAUSD+,” an in-person support 
center for middle and high school 

students who are struggling aca-
demically and/or facing unique 
challenges, such as safety con-
cerns or limited internet access 
at home.

Starting Sept. 11, about a month 
into the new school year, the dis-
trict plans to evaluate the second-
ary schools’ offerings on a week-
ly basis. The district would send 
weekly updates to parents, with 
a minimum of one week’s notice 
before any significant changes 
are made.

Austin said he hopes the stu-
dents could return to face-to-face 
instruction at some point.

“I’d be really disappointed if it 
was the whole year,” he said of the 
distance learning model.

The plan for  
elementary schools

At the elementary schools, 
students would be split into two 
groups and go to school on al-
ternating schedules that vary by 
grade level. The county Public 
Health Department will require 
elementary students to be in stable 
cohorts, meaning they are in the 
same classroom with the same 
classmates and teacher through-
out the school day.

The district will ask elemen-
tary parents to choose a hybrid or 
distance-learning model by mid-
July for their individual student. 

In November, families may switch 
out of distance learning and re-
turn to school but their students 
will not be guaranteed a spot at 
their home school. At a special 
board meeting on Wednesday, 
Austin said that this arrangement 
is “not punitive. It’s a math prob-
lem.” If students choose to return 
to their schools, the district will 
have to adjust staffing and move 
teachers who are providing online 
instruction back into classrooms.

The district also plans to ex-
plore child care options for fami-
lies, the report states.

To prepare for more compre-
hensive distance learning than 
was offered last spring, teachers 
will have access this summer to 
training on topics including how 
to use video effectively, adapt in-
structional strategies for an online 
environment and build positive 
learning communities online.

The latest iteration of the dis-
trict’s reopening plan “attempts to 
balance health, safety, academic 
programming, choice, science, 
child care, budget, implementa-
tion challenges and resource al-
locations with the fact that a de-
gree of uncertainty and fear will 
accompany any reopening efforts 
for schools,” the staff report states.

It’s indisputable that students 
will benefit more from face-to-
face interaction with teachers and 
their peers, Austin said, “as soon 

as that can be done responsibly 
and in a healthy manner.”

“What is clearly debatable,” 
he added, “is what ‘responsibly’ 
looks like right now.”

The school board discussed the 
reopening proposals on Wednes-
day before taking an expected 
vote on the plan on Friday, July 
3. Several members asked district 
staff to return on Friday with an 
option for allowing sixth-graders 
to go to school in person to help 
ease their transition into middle 
school and a brand new campus.

Board member Jennifer Di-
Brienza said she was “devastat-
ed” to see that middle and high 
schoolers would continue learn-
ing at home in the fall but was 
glad that the district is planning 
for some on-campus programs.

Board members acknowledged 
the plan is imperfect and will more 
than likely change before August 
and throughout the school year. 
The district is also still in negotia-
tions with its teachers union about 
working conditions for the fall; a 
session was scheduled for July 2.

“When you’re on very unfa-
miliar territory, the middle of the 
road is where you want to be,” 
President Todd Collins said. 

Staff Writer Sue Dremann 
contributed to this report. Staff 
Writer Elena Kadvany can be 
emailed at ekadvany@paweekly.
com.

and restaurants, experienced an 
average 30.4% increase in rev-
enue when compared to the pre-
vious Father’s Day weekend (June 
19-21) — a period that’s already 
typically good for businesses, 
he said. (The highest percentage 
came from a restaurant on the 
main strip with a 400% increase 
in revenue, whereas the sharpest 
decline came from a cafe off Uni-
versity with a 25% decrease.)

“My hope is that this is a suc-
cess, not just for small businesses 
that are in dire need, but also for 
the community,” Mayfield said.

The impact on businesses that 
don’t serve food has been less 
clear.

The diversity of retailers on one 
street — a mattress shop, a cos-
metic store, Mill’s Florist and a 
high-end tobacco shop — was one 
of the reasons why the city didn’t 
immediately shut down the nearly 
five-block strip for an entire week.

What could, for example, 
Hemingway Cigars and Tobacco 
shop, a high-end cigar store that 
sits near the end of the road clo-
sure by Cowper, gain with the ex-
tra outdoor space?

Billy Kader, owner of Heming-
way since 2001, said he won’t be 
feeling any of the immediate ef-
fects of the Summer Streets pro-
gram. Instead, something more 
drastic such as reopening the con-
troversial President Hotel or, more 
generally, the revival of the travel 
industry would help his business 
that serves “upscale” clients with 
cigars.

Hemingway is also farther 
from the blocks with Curry Pizza 
House, Salt & Straw and the Ap-
ple Store, which usually tend to 
draw more foot traffic, according 
to Kader.

“It’s good and bad,” he said. 
“But I’m willing to have this 
closure just for the sake of 
restaurants.”

Not all retail stores lose, how-
ever. Mayfield’s straw poll also 
included 16 retail businesses and 
those that were on University 
experienced an average 9.1% in-
crease in revenue. Stores off the 
main strip saw a 7.7% average 
increase. It’s still unclear whether 
the numbers can be attributed to 
the street closure.

“For almost every merchant 
that I talked to, their foot traffic 
increased, but that has not trans-
lated into a meaningful revenue 
increase yet,” Mayfield said.

At Lululemon Athletica, which 
sells fitness apparel, store key 
leader Malia Ahinga was moni-
toring a line of shoppers to limit 
the number of people inside. 
Though the store saw lines before 
the street closure, Ahinga said 
she feels the program and the in-
creased foot traffic helps.

But even as business owners 
are doing their utmost to welcome 
back customers, local and state 
health officials continue to warn 
that increased movement will 
mean an increase in COVID-19 
cases.

On Saturday, most visitors to 
downtown dutifully wore masks, 
but as usual, a few stragglers ei-
ther did not have face coverings 
or kept it underneath their chin or 
in their hands.

Then there are diners who have 
no choice but to take off the mask 
to eat, as well as the fact that 
there are currently no measures 
in place to check whether people 
aren’t mixing between outside 
households. (The most updated 
county order allows mixing with 
one other household, but only for 
outdoor recreational activities that 
can cater to 6-feet distancing.)

“This is a probability game,” 
said Jennifer Miller, 56, a Menlo 
Park resident who was biking 
through University Avenue. “If 
you’re smart, then we can mini-
mize the risk.”

As City Manager Ed Shikada 
and other city staff members weigh 
feedback from the community to 
see whether any adjustments need 
to be made to the street program, 
part of the city’s calculus will have 
to strike a balance between guard-
ing public health and boosting the 
local economy.

Recently, Santa Clara County, 
along with 18 other counties, have 
been on the state’s hot seat for hav-
ing reported increased COVID-19 
cases and hospitalizations. On 
Wednesday, in the same hour Gov. 
Gavin Newsom announced an or-
der to close all bars, indoor dining, 
wineries, theaters, zoos, museums 
and cardrooms, the county report-
ed 210 new cases — the highest 
single-day number since the be-
ginning of the pandemic — and 
two more deaths. (These numbers 
come as testing expands, but also 
as restrictions are loosened.)

“The situation is dynamic,” 
Shikada said of the streets pro-
gram on Tuesday. Currently the 
city plans to move forward with 
the street closure’s schedule, but 

Shikada said the city will remain 
flexible, and the program is sub-
ject to any changes, pending feed-
back, shifts in traffic patterns in 
the coming months and new coun-
ty health orders.

“We definitely want to stay 
aware and in sync with what’s 
happening really at the county 
level,” Shikada said.

Most business owners are eager 
to jump into the seven-day-a-week 
closure of University. But Yulia 
Morsey, co-owner of Morsey’s 
Creamery, which sits just outside 
the border of the road closure by 
High Street, may be the one outlier.

“I would just do Thursday, 
Friday, Saturday and Sunday,” 
Morsey said.

The gelato shop reopened on 
June 26 for the first time since 
the county’s shelter-in-place or-
der first went into effect in March. 
The store has been hit hard, 
Morsey said. On Friday, Morsey’s 
Creamery made around $100.

Its owners have every incentive 
to keep the shop open everyday, 
even if Morsey is unsure the store 
will have the same draw of cus-
tomers since people are working 
from home. And though she hopes 
that the program will uplift her 
store and the surrounding busi-
nesses, Morsey also believes that 
the city shouldn’t rush to allow 
any semblance of the normal life 
most people are itching for.

“People are still treating the 
weekend as a weekend,” she said. 
“I think there has to be a balance. 
We still have to stay safe.” 

Editorial Assistant Lloyd 
Lee can be emailed at llee@
paweekly.com.

Closure
(continued from page 5)

Reopening
(continued from page 5)

and police leaders have to jump 
through it to address change and 
institute police reform.

Sobomehin said the time is now 
to “reimagine what our commu-
nity could look like.” Davis pro-
posed a “truth and reconciliation 
process” to examine systemic rac-
ism. The truth may hurt, he said, 
but “selective ignorance is fatal.” 
Bains said that it’s going to “take 
everyone to lean in to resolve 
those systemic issues.”

“Every voice should be at the 
table and not on the menu,” Bains 
said.

Jonsen also said he is commit-
ted to moving ahead with changes 
in the Palo Alto Police Depart-
ment to improve transparency and 
accountability.

“What’s really profound right 
now is the energy among the 
community and the quickness 
with which things are happening, 
not like any time I’ve ever experi-
enced in my career,” Jonsen said. 
“That’s exciting for this profes-
sion, because the time is now. If 
we’re going to look to make some 
major changes in this profession, I 
think the time is now to do that.” 

Staff Writer Gennady Sheyner 
can be emailed at gsheyner@
paweekly.com.

Justice
(continued from page 12)

What’s your opinion about the 
Summer Streets program? Join 
the discussion about it on Town 
Square, the community forum at 
PaloAltoOnline.com/square.

TALK ABOUT IT
PaloAltoOnline.com

As part of Palo Alto’s Summer Streets program, University Avenue 
will be closed to traffic everyday through Aug. 2.
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T
hey grew up in Palo Alto, 
or moved here in the 
1960s and 1970s, attract-
ed by the weather, the 
reputation of the schools 

and the opportunity to study or 
work at Stanford University.

These African Americans — 
longtime local residents and now 
senior citizens — stayed and built 
families and careers. But all have 
endured painful and repeated inci-
dents of racial discrimination over 
decades in a city where the Black 
population has hovered between 
2% and 3% for the past 50 years.

Cautiously hopeful that the 
growing Black Lives Matter move-
ment could stir welcome change, 
five of these longtime residents 
agreed to share some of those ex-
periences in recent interviews with 
this publication.

Over and over they recounted 
how they or their family members 
had been detained and questioned 
by school or police authorities — 
sometimes at gunpoint — while 
going about ordinary activities 
such as driving, pumping gas or 
walking downtown or in their own 
neighborhoods.

Longtime resident and lawyer 
Bill Green served on a police ad-
visory commission established in 
Palo Alto during the 1970s after a 
white resident in the Crescent Park 
neighborhood called the police on 
a Black neighbor who’d been out 
for a stroll.

“The police would stop people 
on the basis that someone looked 
like they didn’t belong,” Green 
said. 

“We had a series of conversations 
to try to help people understand 
that a Black person in the commu-
nity is not a cause for concern. If 
you see some behavior that’s crimi-
nal, you can do something, but the 
mere presence of a Black person is 
not criminal.”

Green and his wife of 60 years, 
retired newspaper columnist Lo-
retta Green, spoke of repeated 
incidents over decades of their 
four children being pulled aside 
and questioned by police while 
walking, bicycling, driving or 
socializing in their own Palo 

Alto neighborhood. 
“Our boys especially were 

stopped all the time,” Loretta 
Green said. “The first question was 
always, ‘Get out of the car; where’d 
you steal the car?’ They were even 
stopped in our neighborhood and 
asked for ID — many times. The 
(police) told them their rule was 
to stop people who look like they 
don’t belong, so I guess we look 
like we don’t belong.”

One son — tasked with pick-
ing up his younger sister from her 
after-school program by bicycle — 
begged his parents to relieve him 
of the chore after being questioned 
multiple times by police about the 
bike he was towing for his sister.

Another time, police called the 
Greens to suggest that their fifth-
grade son had broken into the 
principal’s office at 10:30 p.m. and 
stolen money when he was actual-
ly home in bed. The evidence was 
that his baseball glove — which a 
teacher had picked up on the play-
ground and placed in the principal’s 
office — had been found there.

Some years later their daughter, 
by then a student at the University 
of California, Berkeley, was walk-
ing to visit her mother at a down-
town Palo Alto newspaper office 

when she was blocked by a police 
car and questioned about a homi-
cide she knew nothing about.

The repeated, upsetting incidents 
take a corrosive psychological toll, 
the longtime residents said. Chil-
dren come to fear and expect that 
police are not going to help or sup-
port them.

“Palo Alto is a nice town but 
it’s a white town and people don’t 
realize their biases,” said Loretta 
Green who, before retiring in 2004, 
was an award-winning columnist 
for the San Jose Mercury News 
and the former Palo Alto Times 
and Peninsula Times Tribune. “We 
all have biases — I’m sure I have 
biases, too. For racial minorities it’s 
very damaging because it’s cumu-
lative — it just piles up and piles 
up and then you wonder why some-
body goes off. They’re just sick of 
it and they do something crazy and 
get killed.”

Longtime Palo Alto resident 
LaDoris Cordell relayed similar 
experiences.

As a young lawyer in the mid-
1970s, Cordell was riding in a car 
with her then-husband and a friend 
when they were stopped by police 
at the corner of Middlefield and 
Willow roads. Cordell was ordered 
to stand against the wall of a gro-
cery store at gunpoint while the ve-
hicle was searched, she said.

“It was absolutely terrifying and 
thoroughly embarrassing,” said 
Cordell, a retired judge and former 
dean at Stanford University who 
served on the Palo Alto City Coun-
cil from 2003 to 2007. 

“It wasn’t just one cop — it was 
two or three with guns. Once I was 
allowed to turn around, I was told 
there’d been a robbery at Baskin-
Robbins by three Black men on 
foot.

“Here I was, female and in a car 
with two African American males 
— not on foot. I’m a lawyer; I went 
to Stanford Law School; I’m doing 
everything I’m supposed to do to 
be successful and move forward 
and at that time it didn’t matter. All 
they saw were three Black people. 

“I got no apology. I was just 
looked at as a criminal suspect. 
It really said to me, ‘This is how 

you’re seen first before they find 
out who you are.’”

Sara Boyd, a retired vice-princi-
pal at Menlo Atherton High School, 
and her husband, Harold, a retired 
Stanford administrator, raised two 
sons in the Palo Alto home where 
they still live.

“We had an extremely fright-
ening experience when the police 
picked up one of our sons while he 
was stopped at a gas station in Los 
Altos,” Boyd recalled. “He’d taken 
a karate class at Stanford and he 
had his sticks in the back of the 
car.”

Their son was told karate sticks 
could be a lethal weapon. The of-
ficers asked him whether he would 
use the sticks to defend himself 
if someone tried to hurt him and, 
when he answered in the affirma-
tive, they took him to jail, Boyd 
said. 

“We’d never had any trouble with 
the police and suddenly we had to 
find a bail bondsman — it was very 
frightening but I wasn’t going to go 
home without him.” 

The charges were later dropped.
Boyd said her husband, once 

stopped for a minor traffic infrac-
tion, was asked whether he was 
“going for a gun” when he reached 
toward the glove compartment to 
retrieve his vehicle registration.

“The police officer was so hos-
tile to him,” Boyd said. “The as-
sumption is that all Black people 
carry guns, especially Black men. 
We don’t have guns. We detest 
violence. That was irritating. Why 
was he talked to in such a hostile 
manner?”

Of the recently publicized kill-
ings of Black people at the hands 
of police, Boyd said: “I cringe 
because that could have been one 

of my sons. It isn’t pleasant for us, 
but we do what we have to do to 
survive, and we try to do the right 
thing.”

Retiree Michael Harrison grew 
up in Palo Alto — his grandfather 
first came here in the 1920s — and 
graduated from Palo Alto High 
School in 1968.

As a child in the late 1950s, 
he walked frequently from his 
grandparents’ Crescent Park home 
to play at his cousins’ house in 
Midtown.

“A group of guys at the corner of 
Channing and Newell were always 
there and they’d yell the N-word 
over and over every time I walked 
by,” recalled Harrison, now retired 
after 28 years with the pharmaceu-
tical company Alza. 

Harrison said he would keep 
walking without responding. 

“What were my options? I’m one 
Black kid and they’re four or five 
white guys,” he said. “I’d probably 
be the one who got in trouble if 
there were a fight so I just stayed 
to myself. But I remembered who 
they were and basically I did not 
befriend any of them throughout 
high school.”

As a young lawyer, Cordell said 
she found a community of Afri-
can American friends in East Palo 
Alto, where she launched her law 
practice, but chose to raise her two 
daughters in Palo Alto.

“I decided to stay here primarily 
because of the schools and I was 
not disappointed — my daughters 
got a very good education,” she 
said. “But I saw things here in this 
community.

“What was consistent was how 
kids of color, particularly Black 

Longtime residents describe painful toll of everyday racism
by Chris Kenrick

(continued on page 22)
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Retired judge LaDoris Cordell 
said it’s harder if you’re Black 
and you live in a city that counts 
itself as being liberal because 
oftentimes people are in denial 
of everyday racism.

Retired columnist Loretta Green said Palo Alto is a nice town, but 
people don’t realize their biases.
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J erry Harrison, an African 
American man, arrived in 
Palo Alto from North Caro-

lina in 1922 in search of a better 
life, according to his grandson Mi-
chael Harrison.

He found work as a railroad 
porter as well as shining shoes at 
the Hotel President on University 
Avenue. His wife, Ruth Odessa, 
cleaned houses and washed 
clothes, said Michael Harrison, 
who grew up in Palo Alto and still 
lives here at age 69.

“They were very frugal,” he re-
called. “My grandmother used to 
serve us milk with water added to 
it.”

The Harrisons saved enough to 
buy a small house in Palo Alto’s 
Crescent Park neighborhood, but 
because it was illegal to sell to 
Black residents, Jerry Harrison 
asked a Jewish friend to buy the 
property “and they transferred it 
into my grandfather’s name,” Mi-
chael Harrison said. “That’s how 
he was able to buy the property.”

The Harrison family’s story 
wasn’t uncommon. Housing re-
strictions existed in neighbor-
hoods throughout Palo Alto. 
When the Southgate neighbor-
hood was subdivided in 1923, for 
example, all properties carried 
deed restrictions specifying that 
no persons of African, Japanese, 
Chinese or Mongolian descent 
were to use or occupy the houses, 
according “Palo Alto: A Centen-
nial History,” published in 1993 
by Ward Winslow and the Palo 
Alto Historical Association.

These types of restrictions ex-
isted in Palo Alto neighborhoods 
for decades until the U.S. Supreme 
Court voided racial restrictions in 

1948. Despite the high court’s rul-
ing, many restrictions lingered in 
deeds and bylaws.

There were groups in Palo Alto 
that condemned such practices, 
such as the Palo Alto Fair Play 
Committee, which in the 1950s 
began pushing for open housing. 
Members lobbied the government 
to adopt new laws and created an 
interracial housing development 
near the intersection of Greer 
Road and Colorado Avenue with 
Black, Asian and white residents. 
The development became a quiet 
success, Winslow wrote. But a 
local survey around that time in-
dicated that most still said they 
“would rent to Caucasians only.”

And then there was Joseph 
Eichler, who became the first lo-
cal developer to refuse to abide 
by the exclusionary standards and 
insisted that his homes were to be 
sold to anyone and everyone who 
had the money, according to Matt 
Bowling’s PaloAltoHistory.org.

In 1958, when the trade group 
Associated Home Builders Inc. 
refused to support his position 
of selling to everyone, Eichler 
resigned from the group. By the 
time Eichler died in 1974, he 
had built roughly 11,000 homes 
in California, including 2,700 
in Palo Alto. His subdivisions 
opened the door for Black and 
Asian buyers in Palo Alto.

In the 1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s, the 
nonprofit Midpeninsula Citizens 
for Fair Housing also worked to 
promote equal opportunity by 
investigating local complaints of 
housing discrimination and pro-
viding legal education to tenants 
and landlords.

But those who lived in Palo Alto 

during that time said that discrimi-
nation persisted.

Longtime Palo Alto resident La-
Doris Cordell said that while house 
hunting in the late 1980s with her 
partner — a white woman — she 
encountered so many irritating ste-
reotypes that she took to waiting 
in the car instead of entering open 
houses.

“We went into this one open 
house in Palo Alto and a white 
female Realtor said to me,’This 
house is for sale, not for rent,’” 
Cordell recalled. “At this time, I 
was a judge. When I told her I al-
ready owned a house in Palo Alto 
she said, ‘Oh, you’ve come a long 
way.’

“I was stunned,” Cordell 
said. “Then she followed me all 
through the open house. The next 
week I wrote a letter to the head 
of her company and said I was so 
insulted.”

The response, Cordell said, was 
“’She’s one of our best Realtors. 
We can’t believe she did that — 
we’re so sorry.’ I decided I couldn’t 
do it anymore — I stopped going 
to open houses. But we did find a 
house. 

Midpeninsula Citizens for Fair 
Housing no longer exists, but the 
problem of housing discrimination 
has not disappeared, said Harrison, 
who lives in a house close to the 
one his grandparents purchased.

“(Housing discrimination) is 
going to be an issue as long as 
there are Black and white people 
in Palo Alto, and everywhere in 
the country,” he said. “I’m happy 
things are changing some, but 
it’s a long way from where it 
should be.”  

—Chris Kenrick

Not all neighborhoods were  
created equal in Palo Alto

A look at how real estate policies undermined Black homeownership 

kids, were treated, mostly at the 
high schools. Black kids were get-
ting suspended or disciplined at dis-
proportionate rates given how small 
their population was. I’d get calls — 
sometimes from parents, sometimes 
from teachers — who saw this and 
were concerned. It was all part of 
the systemic racism issue.”

In 1982 Cordell was appointed to 
the Santa Clara County Municipal 
Court by then-Gov. Jerry Brown. 
Six years later, she won the elec-
tion for Superior Court, where she 
served until leaving to become vice 
provost at Stanford in 2001.

When people began discussing 
racial profiling in the 1980s or 
1990s, “there was all this push-
back,” she said. “Now we know it 
happens. It’s harder if you’re Black 
and you live in a city that counts 
itself as being liberal, mostly white, 
where people don’t get it, or are in 
denial or don’t understand.”

Cordell said she “should be jaded 
by now” but remains “ever hopeful,” 

particularly encouraged by the 
youthful organizers of the current 
protests. She also has recently found 
joy in a surprising racially integrat-
ed venue in Palo Alto — the pickle-
ball courts at Mitchell Park.

Boyd said she feels uplifted by 
the Black Lives Matter signs she 
notices in the yards of some of her 
neighbors while out for her after-
noon walks.

“It’s really consoling and comfort-
ing to me to know that our neigh-
bors are finally aware about police 
brutality in this country,” she said. 
“When people put a sign in their 
yard, we feel like they have empathy 
for the Black people in America.”

 Loretta Green credited people 
with cell phones for photographing 
and documenting racist incidents 
that, in previous times, would not 
have been believed. 

“Thank goodness for cell 
phones,” she said. “I’m hoping that 
will make a difference, because all 
of this has been going on for a long 
time,” she said. 

Contributing Writer Chris 
Kenrick can be emailed at 
ckenrick@paweekly.com.

Racism
(continued from page 21)

Avenidas announced on 
June 24 that it is halting 
and scaling back sever-

al programs offered through 
its two enrichment centers in 
Palo Alto and its adult day 
health care center in Moun-
tain View as the organization 
pivots to a new virtual and 
contactless service model.

The senior services non-
profit will no longer provide 
seniors assistance with mi-
nor home repairs through 
its Handyman Services pro-
gram and has scaled back 
its door-to-door transporta-
tion service. The Redwood 
Cafe at its newly renovated 
center on Bryant Street in 
downtown Palo Alto and the 
Avenidas Blooms volunteer 
group that distributes f loral 
arrangements to the sick and 
elderly also  are among the 
programs that have been cut. 
Senior day care programs at 
Avenidas Rose Kleiner Cen-
ter in Mountain View and the 
Senior Planet@Avenidas tech 
center in Palo Alto will scale 
back operations, according to 
the June press release. 

The organization also an-
nounced that it is laying off 
seven of its 53 employees. 

“Due to COVID-19, our op-
erations drastically changed, 
and this new reality is likely 
to continue for the foresee-
able future, causing us to 
take on these belt-tightening 
changes,” Avenidas CEO and 
President Amy Andonian 
stated in the press release. 

“Although our bui ld-
ings have been and will re-
main closed for an unknown 
amount of time, we are deliv-
ering as many existing and 
new services and programs as 
we possibly can ... to meet the 
new needs of our vulnerable 
senior population,” she added.

Andonian said Avenidas 
staff members will continue 

to work remotely Monday 
through Friday to help se-
niors, their families and care-
givers as everyone navigates 
the health crisis. 

Since the shutdown, the 
organization has pivoted 
from providing on-site and 
in-person services to deliv-
ering groceries, supplies and 
medicine to those in need, 
fielding a hotline and call-
ing seniors to check in with 
them as needed. The group 
also has transitioned many 
on-site classes to Zoom and 
has launched virtual support 
groups. 

At the Rose Kleiner site 
in Mountain View, Director 
Kristina Lugo said staff is 
managing participants’ health 
through phone calls and phys-
ically distanced visits.  

“Even in the face of these 
challenging times, we can see 
this as an opportunity to in-
novate in new ways to reach 
an even bigger and more di-
verse senior population with 
our ‘Avenidas Without Walls’ 
strategic initiative,” Andon-
ian said. 

Founded in 1969, Avenidas 
has operated classes, enrich-
ment programs and outreach 
services for local seniors in 
the community for more than 
five decades. The organization 
completed a major renovation] 
of its Bryant Street location 
in April 2019 that doubled its 
downtown space and led to the 
opening of a second campus at 
Cubberley Community Center, 
which initially opened as its 
headquarters for 18 months 
during the construction, but 
continued to offer programs 
long term.

For more information about 
Avenidas, visit avenidas.org. 

Associate Editor Linda 
Taaffe can be emailed at 
ltaaffe@paweekly.com.
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Avenidas announced on June 24 that it is cutting back on several 
programs at its enrichments centers as it pivots to a contactless 
service model.

Avenidas cuts programs 
as it pivots to virtual era

Nonprofit switches to new service model for  
classes, transportation services

by Linda Taaffe
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After a white resident called 
the police on a Black neighbor 
out for a stroll, longtime Palo 
Alto residents Loretta and Bill 
Green launched a series of 
conversations to help people 
understand that a Black person 
in the community is not a cause 
for concern. “If you see some 
behavior that’s criminal, you 
can do something, but the mere 
presence of a Black person is not 
criminal,” Bill Green said.
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