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Everyone Deserves A Decent Place to Live 

By John Russo 

Recently, the City of Oakland filed an unusual lawsuit –a public nuisance lawsuit against the 

Oakland Housing Authority (OHA). OHA properties are where people who have fallen on hard 

times and require ‘last resort’ housing need to live. The Oakland Housing Authority is one of 

Oakland’s largest landlords with over 3300 apartments provided for low-income tenants. The 

conditions at these buildings are deplorable and must be improved for the sake of those 

tenants and for the good of our neighborhoods. 

 

Years were spent negotiating with the OHA regarding the problems -- continuous and 

unabated criminal activity (including but not limited to drug sales, drug possession and 

prostitution), housing code violations, unsafe living spaces, accumulation of garbage, dirt, 

debris, rodents and insects infestations. Scores of community meetings were held where 

neighbors described the atrocious conditions surrounding some of the OHA sites and City 

Council members received complaints from tenants who were fed up with the ineffective OHA 

staff. Finally, after exhausting all the options to work with OHA to get properties fixed, City 

Council members decided that litigation was the only means left to bring relief to the 

community and solve the chronic issues. 

  

Many of the OHA properties were built between 1938 and 1984 and are now at least thirty-

five years old. Of the over 3300 apartment units under the control of OHA, 1615 of those are 

at 254 “scattered sites“. These units are nearly half of OHA’s housing stock do not have on-

site managers. The lack of effective on-site management, or any on-site management, has 

compounded the problems at OHA properties.  

 

The hard truth is that OHA has failed to manage its properties responsibly and has allowed 

nuisance activity to go unabated for years. In one instance, a single mother of two was  
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moved to a site in East Oakland where, due to the drug dealing, the safety of the tenants was 

so precarious the OHA staff person hired to act as facility manager only stayed at the building 

for one week.  

 

There can be no argument that the current federal administration has underfunded public 

housing over the past five years. But the fact that the Authority continues to purchase new 

properties in a practice of “land banking” refutes their claim to have no money for the repairs 

and management of the existing sites. In fact, it is not a question of resources, but more a 

question of OHA priorities which clearly favors purchasing new properties with federal HOPE 

VI funds with non-profit developers over regular maintenance, management and repair of 

existing housing.  

 

We don’t bring a lawsuit against a fellow agency lightly. It is our hope that through this action 

the management and staff of the Oakland Housing Authority will begin serious negotiations to 

rectify the code compliance and management problems at their sites. We can’t shrink from 

our responsibilities to the tenants and neighbors in Oakland. Everyone, regardless of income 

or station in life, deserves safe, sanitary and habitable housing.  We hope to resolve this 

issue with the Oakland Housing Authority quickly. It’s in our collective interest to work 

together for the public good. 

  

 


