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East ralo Alto Struggles With Success
Economic boom upsets balance of power

By Alan Cathright 
Chronicle Staff Writer

After battling crime and poverty 
for 17 years, East Palo Alto is facing 
perhaps it toughest survival test: suc
cess.

As long-sought redevelopment 
blossoms, this 
vibrant, multi
ethnic commu
nity has become 
a 2.5-square- 
mile crucible for 
the social and 

economic pressures roiling Califor
nia. It is a story of a high-tech boom 
that is enriching some while driving 
out others and a test of whether the 
state’s increasingly influential mi
nority groups will battle over politi

cal power — or share it.
The city that long struggled for a 

ripple of Silicon Valley prosperity 
suddenly has been slammed by a tid
al wave. While outsiders avoided 
East Palo Alto during the crime- 
plagued early 1990s, developers, re
tailers and house-hunters have since 
created a gold rush stampede to
ward the city, which offers the last 
stretches of open and relatively af
fordable land on the Peninsula.

Now corruption probes are tar
nishing the city’s rising star and 
threatening the fragile political uni
ty. In a town where African Ameri
cans have long dominated the City 
Council, some Latinos, the new 
population majority, are saying they 
have been denied their share of the
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Prospective home buyers toured a new development in East Palo Alto.
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fattened pie.
East Palo Alto is “like many cities 

will be in California’s future,” said 
Ruben Abrica, a school board mem
ber who served as the city’s only La
tino council member when it incor
porated in 1983.

"We all have to try to work to 
make sure that all communities are 
represented in local government, 
because that helps the whole body 
politic,” Abrica said. “Otherwise, re
sentments fester.”

The federal and county corrup
tion probes have stoked long-sim
mering suspicions that East Palo Al
lans’ proud dream of economic 
independence has been betrayed by 
officials helping themselves instead 
of the public.

Powerful City Councilman R.B. 
Jones has been charged with brazen
ly shaking down two firms for kick- 
backs while bragging of his ability to 
“conceal bribe payments.” The ex
panding federal investigation alleg
es that Jones was involved in wide- 
ranging extortion of city contractors 
and that he once “threatened” a po
lice lieutenant. Jones allegedly told 
the lieutenant last year to halt crack
downs against social clubs where il
legal alcohol sales, gambling, nar
cotics and prostitution have 

occurred, ac
cording to court 
records.

Meanwhile, 
longtime Raven
swood School 
District Superin
tendent Charlie 
Mae Knight has 
been indicted by 
the San Mateo 
County grand 
jury for using an

employee emergency loan fund to 
funnel money into her six rental 
properties and other real estate in
vestments in the city. Knight ac
knowledges her East Palo Alto prop
erties alone total more than $1 
million.

School Official Under Fire

Knight said she is being persecut
ed for helping employees cope with 
the Bay Area’s soaring cost of living 
in a city where there are no banks or 
credit unions, and the “working 
poor” have trouble getting credit.

"I’m getting tarred and feathered 
for investing in this area when no 
one else would,” said Knight, 68. 
She added that she used inherited 
money to buy cheap property when

Charlie Mae 
Knight
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have quickly resolved an investiga
tion that has been going off-and-on 
since 1994.

“In little old East Palo Alto, with 
the all things that we have to work 
on and with all obstacles we face, to 
have investigations drag on for years 
without resolution is counterpro
ductive to the welfare of the whole 
community,” he said.

But federal and local investigators 
stressed that both probes were 
sparked by complaints from city 
contractors, school district employ
ees and parents who were outraged 
that officials were abusing “the pub
lic trust,” as San Francisco FBI 
spokesman Andrew Black put it.

“Knight’s defenders are portray
ing her as a woman who has taken a 
vow of poverty so she can help the 
poor and downtrodden. Well, she’s 
far closer to a rich landlord than 
Mother Teresa. She’s worth mil
lions,” said a law enforcement 
source, who spoke on the condition 
of anonymity.

‘A Piece of the Pie’

East Palo Alto’s rising stakes 
helped prompt citizens to speak up, 
said San Mateo County Chief Dep
uty District Attorney Steve Wag-

Signature 
Homes agent 
Jim Coleman 
(above) helped 
Marlene Santilli 
with a contract 
for her new East 
Palo Alto home. 
Richard Reyes 
(left) believes 
City Council 
members have 
shortchanged 
East Palo Alto’s 
Latino 
community.

to creating safer streets, the city re
quired local-first hiring at the Rav
enswood 101 Retail Center, which 
meant 80 percent of the jobs there 
are now held by residents. The con
struction of the largest residential 
project in city history, set to open 
next spring, will include a 129-unit 
apartment complex, where city resi
dents or workers will have priority to 
rent half the units at affordable rates.

Hudson pointed to Belinda Rosa

housing, as an emerging Latino 
leader shaping city redevelopment.

Rosales said Latinos “are among 
the largest group of homeowners ' 
and business developers in the city.” 
But, she added, some Latinos who 
owned land in redevelopment 
zones “did lose out on some” when 
it came to getting fair-market value 
for their property.

Abrica, the former councilman, 
criticized the city’s poor response to

“bullying” and “underhanded.”
He cited a 1997 incident in which 

officials suddenly ordered Latino 
families out of an apartment build
ing where health and safety viola
tions had bee,i ignored for years. 
Last year, the apartment landlord 
won a $2.4 million lawsuit judg
ment when a judge ruled that, by 
evacuating the tenants and billing 
the landlord for putting them up in 
motels, Wilson had made good on a 
“threatened” retaliation against the 
owner for rejecting the city’s $1.1 
million redevelopment buyout.

Wilson, who decried the building 
as a vermin-infested “slum,” flatly 
denied ever threatening anyone.

Abrica said he is also disappointed 
the City Council thwarted two op
portunities to appoint Latinos to 
council vacancies, including R.B. 
Jones’s unsuccessful nomination of 
Rosales for an opening last year.

But Rosales stressed: “Until Lati-' 
nos start to realize that they are the 
community and become part of that 
political process, that representation 
won’t happen.”

While African American leaders 
vow to allay citizens’ distrust with 
public forums, Tony Tanke, the at
torney who helped homeowners

“We're even starting to see 
black support come this way, 
because they’re looking for 
new leaders who will treat 

them with respect, be honest 
and work for the betterment 
of the community instead of 

themselves.”
Jose Beltran 

City Council candidate

landscape will come from newcom
ers buying houses in the University 
Square redevelopment for nearly 
$700,000 apiece.

“These people who have paid a 
tremendous amount of money for 
their houses are going to walk in 
there, take one look around at the 
government, and say, ‘We don’t 
want things run like this anymore.’ ”

Chronicle staff writers Carolyne /inko 
and Marshall Wilson contributed to this 

report.

Telephone Alan Cathright at



million.
School Official Under Fire

Knight said she is being persecut
ed for helping employees cope with 
the Bay Area’s soaring cost of living 
in a city where there are no banks or 
credit unions, and the “working 
poor” have trouble getting credit.

“I'm getting tarred and feathered 
for investing in this area when no 
one else would,” said Knight, 68. 
She added that she used inherited 
money to buy cheap property when 
she arrived as schools chief in 1985 
and always charged tenants below- 
market rents.

“If our (conflict-of-interest) laws 
are so fragile that it’s illegal for a su
perintendent to try to help impover
ished people, then maybe we ought 
to look at the laws. But it will not 
stop me.... Somebody needs to 
stand up for the working poor,” she 
said.

Defenders of Jones and Knight 
blame the prosecution of two prom
inent African American leaders on 
the institutional racism of law en
forcement agencies and a small 
town rife with bare knuckle infight
ing, rumor-mongering and political 
intrigue.

Abrica, the school board mem
ber, said the district attorney should
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ing ner as a woman who nab lanun a 
vow of poverty so she can help the 
poor and downtrodden. Well, she’s 
far closer to a rich landlord than 
Mother Teresa. She’s worth mil
lions,” said a law enforcement 
source, who spoke on the condition 
of anonymity.

‘A Piece of the Pie’

East Palo Alto’s rising stakes 
helped prompt citizens to speak up, 
said San Mateo County Chief Dep
uty District Attorney Steve Wag- 
staffe. “That’s usually how corrup
tion complaints come to us: when 
somebody who wants a piece of the 
pie and is not getting it and they see 
someone else unfairly getting some
thing.”

Latino leaders sense an opportu
nity to shake up the political hierar
chy, with three seats up for grabs in 
the November election. Claiming 
they have a list of more than 1,600 
registered Latino, Asian and Pacific 
Islander voters, they say galvanizing 
the city’s disaffected minority 
groups could sway the city’s tradi
tionally low election turnout.

“We’re even starting to see black 
support come this way, because 
they’re looking for new leaders who 
will treat them with respect, be hon
est and work for the betterment of 
the community instead of them
selves,” said Jose Beltran, 45, a prop
erty manager, who’s part of a three- 
Latino City Council slate.

A group of Latino residents has 
started a recall of Mayor Sharifa Wil
son, accusing the African American 
leader of discriminating against La
tino landowners and “giving the 
town away” in redevelopment deals 
that enriched outside developers. 
Wilson’s critics are trying to hold 
her responsible for a decade of deci
sions by the five-member council, 
including levying an illegal parcel 
tax that was struck down in court. 
They are also angry that she initially 
opposed the recent repayment of 
$4.5 million to property owners.

“Sharifa Wilson has sold the His
panics and the whole city out," said 
Richard Reyes, 70, a retired property 
manager leading the recall.

Wilson dismissed both Latino 
and black critics as a handful of “op
portunists” who, emboldened by 
the corruption investigations, 
“think it’s a ripe time to stand up 
and say things about me.” She in
sisted the redevelopment process 
was fair and impartial.

Protests from Latino Residents

“When it was bad, they blamed 
us, and now that it’s good, they’re 
still doing it,” the mayor said. “So 
you can’t win either way. You just 
have to keep doing what you think 
is the best thing.”

While progress was delayed by 
bloody drug-dealer wars and a paltry 
tax base, City Manager Monika 
Hudson said a united City Council 
is now delivering results. In addition

to creating safer streets, the city re
quired local-first hiring at the Rav
enswood 101 Retail Center, which 
meant 80 percent of the jobs there 
are now held by residents. The con
struction of the largest residential 
project in city history, set to open 
next spring, will include a 129-unit 
apartment complex, where city resi
dents or workers will have priority to 
rent half the units at affordable rates.

Hudson pointed to Belinda Rosa
les, chair of EPA Can Do, a nonprof
it organization that builds affordable

housing, as an emerging Latino 
leader shaping city redevelopment.

Rosales said Latinos “are among 
the largest group of homeowners ' 
and business developers in the city.” 
But, she added, some Latinos who 
owned land in redevelopment 
zones “did lose out on some” when 
it came to getting fair-market value 
for their property.

Abrica, the former councilman, 
criticized the city’s poor response to 
citizens’ complaints of police brutal
ity and called redevelopment tactics

portunities to appoint Latinos to 
council vacancies, including R.B. 
Jones’s unsuccessful nomination of 
Rosales for an opening last year.

But Rosales stressed: “Until Lati-' 
nos start to realize that they are the 
community and become part of that 
political process, that representation 
won’t happen.”

While African American leaders 
vow to allay citizens’ distrust with 
public forums, Tony Tanke, the at
torney who helped homeowners 
win the parcel tax refund, said the 
real change in the city’s political

Square redevelopment for nearly 
$700,000 apiece.

“These people who have paid a 
tremendous amount of money for 
their houses are going to walk in 
there, take one look around at the 
government, and say, ‘We don’t 
want things run like this anymore.’ ”

Chronicle staff writers Carolyne Zinko 
and Marshall Wilson contributed to this 

report.

Telephone Alan Oathright at 
(650) 210-0371 or e-mail him at 
agathright@sfgate.com.

Bribery Probe of Ex-Mayor Widens
FBI uncovers 
new allegations 
of corruption

By Man Gathright 
Chronicle Staff Writer

A growing federal probe accuses 
eight-year East Palo Alto Council
man R.B. Jones of treating his elect
ed office like his personal cash cow.

A federal grand jury indicted the 
former mayor April 26 for extorting 
bribes totaling $12,000 from a San 
Jose water company and a Newark 
trucking firm seeking city contracts. 
After a water official tipped the FBI, 
agents covertly videotaped Jones al
legedly accepting $5,000 in marked 
$100 bills in a December 1999 pay
off.

The FBI probe is revealing wid
ening allegations. According to 
court documents, Jones allegedly:

■ Asked for a $5,000 bribe from a 
taxi operator who pajd him $1,000.

■ Requested $4,500 from a man 
seeking a nightclub permit who 
paid him $1,000.

R.B. Jones
The city 
councilman and 
former mayor 
maintains his 
innocence and 
may seek 
re-election in 
November.

■ Solicited a $14,000 payoff from 
a local trucking contractor.

■ Sought a $20,000 bribe from a 
San Jose concrete distributor.

The outspoken Jones, who main
tains his innocence, triggered cries 
for his resignation by resuming an 
active role on the council after a 
self-imposed leave following his 
May 2 arrest.

In a meeting at 6 tonight, Jones is 
expected to join council members 
reviewing the Ravenswood Business 
District Revitalization Plan — a lu
crative 150-acre project boasting a 
bayside office park, homes and a 
revamped civic center — that has 
been sucked into the bribery scan
dal.

Defense attorney Harold Rosen
thal said his African American client 
faces an unfair prosecution, driven 
by the FBI, an agency he says is rife

with a history of racism, and also 
driven by business people bitter over 
losing to competitors.

The probe raises questions about 
how Jones, a disabled paint distribu
tor employee seeking a workers 
compensation settlement, makes 
his living. He owns a condominium, 
shares in two rental properties, and 
drives a 1996 Mercedes Benz sedan.

Court documents hint that Jones’ 
passion for gambling has com
pounded his legal problems. In 
1997, a self-described former mis
tress gave sworn testimony that she 
moonlighted as a prostitute at Neva
da brothels from 1983 through 1991 
“when Mr. Jones needed money for 
his gambling.”

Now, federal investigators allege 
that Jones, who attends local social 
clubs and accepted campaign dona
tions from one, in 1999 ordered po
lice to halt crackdowns against ille
gal activity at so-called “bottle 
clubs.”

John Hemann, the federal prose
cutor in the bribery case, stated in 
recent court papers that last year 
then-Mayor Jones called an East 
Palo Alto police lieutenant and 
“threatened him after... police offi
cers closed an East Palo Alto social

club.”
According to the prosecutor, 

Jones told the lieutenant “he did 
not care whether the social club(s) 
... were operating illegally and that 
the police department was to leave 
them alone.”

After 1993 raids by state and local 
authorities at four clubs suspected 
of illegal liquor sales, gambling, 
prostitution and drug dealing, Jones 
publicly stated: “1 know for a fact 
that it’s directed at me,” and blasted 
the police for joining a political ca
bal against him.

Mayor Sharifa Wilson stressed 
that Jones is “innocent until proven 
guilty” and that none of the alleged 
bribery has landed anyone city busi
ness. But law enforcement sources 
and court documents show the FBI 
is scouring city contracts for corrup
tion, including Jones’ alleged admis
sion that a trucking firm seeking to 
build a rock-crushing plant in the 
Ravenswood Industrial Area offered 
a bribe if Jones killed a rival trucking 
firm’s cement plant that was eventu
ally built.

Undaunted, the councilman has 
plans beyond his September 12 brib
ery trial. He has taken out papers to 
run for re-election in November.
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