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Transitions: Growth and Change in Commercial Real Estate

Coming demographic changes will present challenges and opportunities for the commercial real estate industry, as this issue of the
VIEW spotlights.

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus once wrote, “There is nothing
permanent except change.” 2017 was a year of much change: for
the world, our country, and our industry.

Julie Pierce, the president of the Association of Bay Area Governments, discusses the strains the Bay Area will experience in housing
and transportation as it grows by almost 1.5 million new residents, as
outlined in ABAG’s “Plan Bay Area 2040.”

And as we reflect on some interesting local aspects of transitions
in this issue—transferring ownership to the next generation, developments in senior living, and company mergers—we also take this
time to reflect on the evolution of the VIEW in 2017 and beyond.

Nationally, 10,000 baby boomers will turn 65 every day for the next
13 years, increasing demand for senior housing, which is the focus of
several articles. Boomers are also handing off real estate assets to the
next generation of their families, or are transitioning their businesses
to the next generation of leaders. Articles by Steve Siner and Sylvia
Kwan discuss the pitfalls, successes, and lessons learned from managing these changes. A generation of real estate professionals heading toward retirement, plus a shortage of mid-level professionals and
continued economic growth, equal unprecedented opportunities for
career advancement in the near future—for those prepared to step
up. So our last group of articles offer wisdom on how to prepare for—and succeed
through—career challenges.

Last year began a new partnership between three Bay Area CREW
chapters to contribute to this publication. Instead of two people, we
now had a volunteer staff of eight working together. The successes,
failures, and growth over the last year have been extremely rewarding, and I am very grateful for the contributions of everyone involved
with the VIEW.

Best wishes for success,
Elaine Andersson,
Editorial Board Representative, CREW SF
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As 2018 begins, I pass the baton to the next managing editor,
Rebekah Palmer, who will lead us into continuing growth and
undoubted success. I am very eager to see the evolution of our beloved publication under her able leadership.
And if the only constant in life is change, I
choose to welcome it and to join in the fun.
With gratitude,
Angie Sommer, Managing Editor

PASSING THE LEADERSHIP BATON:
How Do You Prepare?

© 2018 Annemarie Estess & Kathi Antonson, 20 Rock, hello@20-rock.com

Photo by rawpixel.com on Unsplash

It’s no secret: leadership transitions can send even the most
thoughtful professionals into a tailspin.
Take, for example, Laurie, the director of an operations team. After
nearly a decade with her organization, she thoroughly strategizes
and communicates the handoff of her role. Even so, on the eve of
her farewell party, she is reeling in a panic attack as the emotional
weight of saying goodbye catches up to her.
Or consider Joshua, a cofounder who is retiring after 30 years with
the organization. He completes his role with minimal explanation
and disjointed involvement during his last few months with the
team. They are left hanging in the balance and make up stories
about his exit.
And finally there’s Tia, a frontline people manager who accepts
a promotion to lead a team in another department. Despite her
best efforts to hand off her original responsibilities, her previous
team and supervisor still treat her as the go-to person for her old
role. Not wanting to disappoint them, she juggles both jobs for an
entire year and is on the verge of burnout.

These anecdotes reveal just how multifaceted leadership handoffs
can be. Successfully navigating these transitions requires a look at
the whole picture: strategic, logistical, and emotional.
In each story a spoke was missing from the leadership transition
wheel. Laurie exquisitely organized the logistical handoff to her
people, but she didn’t acknowledge her mixed feelings about leaving a group she had grown for years. Joshua felt ready to leave,
but he did not collaborate with the executive team to shape a coherent message and succession plan. Tia may have been ready for
her new position, but she didn’t recalibrate her own expectations
or those of her previous teammates.
Sooner or later in growing organizations, these handoffs are bound
to happen. They are happening not just in the C-Suite but at every
seniority level and for every business function.
Departing leaders, emerging leaders, and their teams are all
affected by leadership shifts, to varying degrees. They may
experience everything from denial to delight, apathy to anxiety,
feeling overwhelmed to excessive attachment. They all face a haze of
uncertainty, accented with skepticism and hope for a new chapter.
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Yet there is an opportunity along with these leadership transitions
challenges, should you choose to embrace it. Taking a holistic and
engaged approach to the transition process is a gift to your people, company culture, and individual legacy. You can contribute
to shaping an organization that is resilient and creative through
the next—and inevitable—rounds of change. Organizations with
intentional leadership transfers foster the conditions for engaged
employees and healthy growth.
So what tools are available to you as you steer through such a
change? Whether you are stepping into a leadership role or
departing from one, below are a few arenas that we invite our
clients to explore.
Getting connected to the predictable pattern of change
We reference Fisher’s Transition Curve1 when working with clients
in the midst of a change. It normalizes and articulates that vast
landscape of thoughts and emotions that accompany transition.
The curve illustration provides a mirror and language to articulate
our current state of change and reassures us that this phase, too,
shall pass. Additionally, it allows us to better relate to colleagues
who may be at a different place on the curve as we collectively
traverse the change.
Creating a system of support
Transitions in an organization are never a solo experience. Their
reach and impact often show up in unexpected places. To keep
abreast of the ripple effects that happen during leadership handoffs, connect with trusted advisors in the organization. Include
various players. Experiences can look very different depending on
a person’s role in a team.
Create an environment where communication can occur early and
regularly—not just about the mechanics of the transition but also
about the experience. The aim here is to create multidirectional
conversations in which departing leaders, emerging leaders, and
their teams stay aligned around the strategic, logistic, and emotional impacts of the transition.
Using the values of your organization as guideposts
Most organizations have spent time and energy creating powerful
company values. Revisit those and invite your colleagues to do the
same. Use those values to guide your intentions, conversations,
and actions throughout the transition.
yy If your organization values quality, ask your team,
“What does quality look like during this change process?”
yy If your organization values innovation, ask your team,
“Where is innovation needed during this change process?”

1

“The Process of Transition - John Fisher, 2012 (Fisher’s Personal Transition Curve),”

https://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/949533/fisher-transition-curve-2012.pdf
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Considering your future vision for the organization
Visualize your organization in five years, flourishing. How did your
leadership contribute to the organization’s success? This may be
the legacy you are leaving behind, or the vision you are trying to
initiate as you step into a leadership position.
Tapping into that vision, consider the following:
yy How are your colleagues treating each other and interacting?
yy What type of people, talents, and experiences make up
the team?
yy What mission is the organization serving?
yy What is most exciting about this vision?
Imagining an idealized future can help you to articulate thoughtful,
well-rounded goals for the transition process.
Organizations and people evolve over time. How we pass the
leadership baton is a formative part of that organization’s cultural
progress. In short, how your leaders approach transition shapes
your culture.
By neglecting the complexity of leadership transitions, you risk
stagnation and dysfunction. By designing transitions with care
and a long-term view in mind, you can contribute to a culture that
remains conscious through ongoing waves of change. 
About the Authors
Annemarie Estess and Kathi
Antonson are partners at 20
Rock, which collaborates with
organizations to design and
implement bespoke training,
coaching, and support tools.
With a focus on emerging leaders, their programs help rock-star individual contributors become
organizational leaders. They serve commercial real estate, technology, auto, and biotech clients in the US and the UK.

Nina on the Gruen balcony, 2013
[photo courtesy of Claude Gruen]

THE NINA
I KNEW:
Reflections on a
Brilliant Woman

© 2018 Angie Sommer,
ZFA Structural Engineers,
angies@zfa.com

Transitions occur in many forms throughout our lives: career
changes, relocations, other major life events. People and ideas
continually evolve, transforming our daily lives and our opinions.
Sometimes a person can change our life forever; sometimes a person leaving can do the same.
Nina J. Gruen, a longtime CREW member, fierce advocate of
women, and trailblazing professional sociologist, passed away on
September 15, 2017, at the age of 83. Her loss was greatly felt in
the community and by those who knew her, including many CREW
SF members. She is survived by her loving husband of 57 years
and business partner, Claude Gruen, as well as her five sons and
their families.
Reflecting on Nina’s life in the context of this issue of the VIEW,
I observed that she experienced a great many transitions. To name
a few:
yy moving across the country
yy having five (!) children
yy pursuing higher education (while raising children!)
yy entering an all-male profession (that intentionally
excluded women)
yy starting a business
yy being the first woman to ________
I leave the last one blank because she was the first woman to do
many things: she was the first woman trustee of the Urban Land
Institute in 1982, the first woman to be elected president of the

academic Western Regional Science Association in 1984, and the
first woman member of the World Trade Club (even filing a lawsuit forcing it to open its membership to women), among other
firsts. In 1970, she cofounded Gruen Gruen + Associates with her
husband Claude, and over the course of her career she published
over 80 professional articles and mentored many women and men.
Her passing has ignited much reflection on my part. Not only do
I now contemplate a world where Nina isn’t tirelessly pursuing
her passions; keeping up with trends, friends, art, and new ideas;
being a catalyst for change and an advocate of reason; and finding humor in unlikely places, but I also reflect on what she accomplished, how she did it, and how she affected others, like me.
My reflections urge me to ask: What was it that I liked about Nina,
and which of those traits can I cultivate in myself? What did I learn
from her, and why was it important? What about her life is admirable and why? And how can the transitions and breakthroughs she
experienced throughout her life inform my own?
The answers to these questions could fill this whole issue, but I will
share a few key thoughts about what I learned from Nina in the
short time I knew her:
Trailblazing needs support.
Nina never failed to credit her husband Claude with pushing
her to succeed and supporting her in a time when professional
women were not only unusual, they were generally not welcome.
She taught me how true this is for anyone attempting to make
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From left to right: Nina at dinner table with family, early 1970s; Nina with family, 1970s; cover of Nina’s book, Believe it or Not: The Challenges Facing One Professional Woman
a Half Century Ago; Gruen Gruen + Associates office warming, 1976; Claude and Nina on their balcony, 2013 [photos courtesy of Claude Gruen]

strides in a profession, industry, or world that has not yet opened
its eyes to the benefits that a certain group can offer, be it women,
an ethnic group, a class of people, or anything else.
She stated time and again—simply, truthfully, and openly—that
breaking barriers is rarely done alone, and in her case, it was her
husband who consistently championed her, encouraged her, and
was her sounding board. He neither took credit for her accomplishments nor pushed her (too far) beyond her means; he helped
her when she needed a boost and reinforced her confidence in her
abilities. I assume that she reciprocated for him as well, and hence
they were able to work successfully together for 57 years of marriage and 47 years as business partners (and even longer before
that, but “that’s another story,” says Claude).
Success comes from passion, hard work, and persistence.
Nina was smart as a whip—there’s no denying it. But smarts alone
don’t necessarily get you to the finish line. I don’t know all the
secrets to Nina’s professional (and personal) successes, but I can
see from her body of work over 50+ years that she worked steadi-
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ly and with a great passion for her profession. In a time often
defined by “unicorn” tech startups and American Idol, it’s important to remember that the vast majority of us reach our goals by
trying very hard for a very long time. Finding something for which
we have enough passion to stick around for the long haul is extremely important.
Never stop learning and growing.
It’s often a challenge to keep our perspectives agile and our minds
open to new information as we get older. A lot of people taper
their growth over the years—and there’s not necessarily anything
wrong with that. But I always felt like Nina was connected to
modern trends, current events, and new ideas, and that this was
important to her. (In fact, it’s one of the things that connected me
to her; I don’t have many friends who are 50 years my senior.) I think
this is in part because she didn’t close herself off from things just
because they were different or unknown. She stayed connected,
learning and growing for her entire life. And she had certain experiences and reached great heights in part because of it.

Women don’t have to be sugar and spice and everything nice.
This is a hard one for me. Like Nina, I work in a male-dominated profession (though my experience has been nothing like hers
was in the 1960s1). I have found that women in such circumstances
integrate themselves using a variety of methods. While I certainly don’t know Nina’s full experience on the matter, I felt that she
walked this line in an uncommon way, but one that was true to her
and was very successful.
Part of this seemed to just be her personality. Nina was very direct;
she didn’t sugarcoat anything. She stuck to her guns; she knew her
value and was confident in her contributions. And she had a great
sense of humor; this helped endear others to her, cut the tension
in sticky situations, and show that she didn’t take herself more seriously than a person should. Witnessing other successful women
navigate their careers is one of the most powerful forms of mentorship that I experience, and I thank Nina for another great example.
***

Nina was a very special person, and as I navigate the transitions in
my own life, I’ll always keep a piece of her with me. I last emailed
her four days before she passed away. My final line was, “You’re
really one of a kind, Nina.” And it’s true, she really was. 
About the Author
Angie Sommer is an associate at ZFA Structural Engineers, a 70-person engineering
firm with five Bay Area offices and a broad
range of experience in the commercial, educational, residential, retrofit, and hospitality
sectors. In her spare time, she volunteers on
a variety of industry committees, including
CREW SF, the Structural Engineers Association of Northern California (SEAONC), and the National Council of Structural Engineers
Associations (NCSEA), where she is the co-chair of the Structural Engineering Engagement and Equity (SE3) Committee. In her
spare time, she co-owns a wedding writing business, Vow Muse,
which helps people craft unique wedding vows, speeches, and
ceremonies.

If you want to learn more about Nina’s experience early in her career, read her
short book, Believe It or Not: The Challenges Facing One Professional Woman a
Half Century Ago, available at Amazon.com.
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Keeping
It in the
Family:
The Benefits and Drawbacks

of a Family Limited Partnership
© 2018 Steve Siner, Hoge Fenton,
steven.siner@hogefenton.com

Photo by London Scout on Unsplash

Commercial real estate is often more than just rates of return and
depreciation. Many investors identify themselves with the types of
properties they acquire and look to provide a legacy to their family
by passing these properties down to their children. This article explores succession planning for the real estate investor, especially
through use of family limited partnerships (FLPs). These are excellent vehicles for passing properties to the next generation. We will
explore when they are most (and least) appropriate, illustrated by
some real-life examples.
What is a family limited partnership?
Like all limited partnerships, FLPs have at least one general partner
and one or more limited partners. Ordinarily, the parents are the
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general partners so they can continue to control and operate the
properties. The children are usually the limited partners, who cannot participate in the management and control of the properties
but who are entitled to their pro rata share of profits and losses.
General partners have unlimited liability, which is why many investors form an LLC to be the general partner. The liability of limited partners is restricted to their ownership percentage in the FLP.
Most often, the parents are managers of their LLC, and the LLC
holds a very small percentage of the overall partnership. The parents are also limited partners as individuals, so they can participate
in the cash flow and upside of the investment. FLPs are much less
cumbersome than corporations yet offer a fair degree of protection from personal liability, especially if the general partner is an
LLC. The charts to the right illustrate these concepts.
When would I use one?
FLPs work best when:
yy you want your children to continue to own and operate
commercial real estate;
yy you want to provide a “training ground” for your children;
yy you want to protect your children from potential creditor
and marital issues;
yy you want to keep the investments in the family in case
one of the children wants to sell his/her interest or has a
falling out with his/her siblings;
yy you want to maintain control over the properties yet
remove some or much of their value from your taxable
estate;
yy a limited partnership business entity adequately addresses your risk tolerance;
yy favorable tax treatment during your life outweighs some
of the less advantageous tax treatment at your death
(see below); or
yy you want to leverage the value of your properties by
availing yourself of the discounts recognized when you
fractionalize the properties and create minority interests
in them. Depending on the structure, discounts can
range from 25% to 45%, meaning, for example, that
you can transfer $1,000,000 worth of property for only
$550,000–$750,000.
A few years ago, we had a lovely family form a limited partnership to achieve the tax and succession planning goals mentioned
above. Unfortunately, one of the children got into a very ugly
divorce, and that child’s interest in the FLP was at risk. However,
there was strong language in the partnership agreement that gave
the other partners rights to acquire a child’s partnership interest
if that child’s spouse was going to be awarded any of that child’s
interest. The other family members exercised their rights, thereby
keeping the properties in the family and avoiding the choice between having an unwanted (ex-)in-law as a partner or having to sell
the property.

NO FORMALITIES

Partnerships arise
automatically when two
or more people carry on
a business.

MORE FORMALITIES

Limited partnerships,
including FLPs, require a
filing with the Secretary
of State and an operating
agreement, but little else.

NO PROTECTION

Partners in a general
partnership are personally
liable for the debts of the
partnership.

Corporations require filings
as well, but also have
relatively onerous annual
formalities to maintain their
corporate status.

STRONG PROTECTION

While general partners
are personally liable to
partnership creditors, limited
partners are liable only to the
extent of their investment.

Second, the property will likely be subject
to a partial reassessment for property tax
purposes, which usually means increased
property taxes based on increased fair market value. FLP-held property is outside the
parent-child exclusion that partially exempts
parent-to-child inheritance property from reassessment and preserves the older tax treatment. Savings resulting
from the FLP may therefore be offset by increased property taxes
both at the time that the gift of partial interests in the property is
made as well as at the parents’ death.

Provided formalities
are followed, corporate
shareholders are not
personally liable to the
corporation’s creditors.

Another time we had a situation where one of the children didn’t
want to have anything to do with the family business and wanted to sell his interest to a third party. Again, the language in the
partnership agreement came to the rescue, and the other family
members exercised their right of first refusal and bought out that
child’s interest on the favorable terms specified in the partnership
agreement.
One other significant benefit to FLPs is the ability to transfer
some of your interest in your properties to your children, thereby
spreading the income tax treatment to lower income tax brackets.
Partnerships use “flow-through” taxation, which means that the
partnership’s income flows through the partnership straight to the
partners, per their respective interests. The income is then taxed
only once, at the income bracket of each individual partner.1 By
sharing directly with your children, the amount of income recognized by each partner is lessened and thus taxed less. These discounts over the lifetime of the partnership can be significant and
may offset some of the disadvantages discussed below.
When should I avoid one?
Despite its many advantages, FLPs aren’t for everyone. While exposing your children to the challenges of property ownership is
usually desirable, you’ve now given them rights and created a fiduciary relationship that didn’t previously exist. Furthermore, there
are a couple of potentially significant tax disadvantages. First, the
properties in the FLP will not benefit from a stepped-up basis at

Contrast this with the double-taxation method for corporations, where the income
of the corporation is its own and is taxed accordingly, before then being taxed as
shareholder income.
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the parents’ death. A stepped-up basis
otherwise increases the value of a property
that has appreciated to its fair market value
at time of the parents’ death, rather than
what the parents originally paid for the
property. So, if the property has appreciated a great deal since acquisition or it is likely your children will sell it soon after your
death, you might want to exclude it from
an FLP so that the children inherit it normally and benefit from a stepped-up basis.
However, if the children intend to carry on
your legacy, this may not be a major consideration.

In summary, FLPs can be a very effective and generally tax-favorable tool to keep the family properties where they belong—in the
family! The key considerations in deciding to use the FLP structures
are your current desires as parents and property owners, and the
potential actions of your children. If these point toward the continuing management of your commercial properties, consider an
FLP to protect your family’s investment, now and for the future. 
About the Author
Steve Siner is a member of the Corporate,
Real Estate, and Estates and Trusts groups
and has served as Hoge Fenton’s managing
shareholder. For 35 years, he has represented companies and individuals in business,
real estate, and wealth management matters. His clients are high-net-worth individuals and business owners looking to start, grow, sell, or merge their
companies, and owners of commercial real estate. Steve’s broad
background ranges from basic and straightforward entity formations to highly sophisticated and complex business and real estate
transactions, as well as estate and succession planning. As a longtime family business owner and former real estate broker, he brings
to his clients a unique understanding of a business and property owner’s practical needs. Steve works with his clients and their
professional advisors to develop and implement strategies for the
protection and transfer of their wealth to successive generations.
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The Ever-Evolving Role of the Silicon Valley Property Manager
© 2018 Joe Lewis, Orchard Commercial, jlewis@orchardcommercial.com
The Silicon Valley real estate market was born in the midst of the chaos of the economic big bang of the mid-1980s and has undergone
consistent transition since then. As the physical landscape has transformed, so has the very nature of the industry, leading to the age-old
question: what next? Luckily, the industry was born out of transition. In that
same spirit, it will no doubt continue to
thrive by flexing and adapting to meet
the evolving needs of the market.
Development in the Bay Area took off
in the early ’80s, the product of master-planned industrial parks, bank deregulation, a rapidly growing electronics industry, and the advent of concrete
tilt-up construction. The industry was
primed for a boom, and boom it did. The next five years saw millions
of square feet of new construction, free-flowing credit, and a dramatic
increase in the ranks of commercial brokers.
But all parties must come to an end, and this one came crashing
down in the late ’80s, leading to the first large industry transition and
the beginning of modern property management.
The transition from “cowboy” owner-developer to properties owned
by large financial institutions led to a great need for a new class of
real estate professionals and managers. Previously, buildings were
managed by the developers’ in-house administrative staff. However,
banks and financial institutions lacked the expertise and staff to manage the complex needs of fully functioning commercial buildings.
These needs, coupled with the rising demand for financial reporting
and accountability, gave birth to a brand-new position: the commercial property manager. These early managers defined and expanded the role, facilitating the relationship between tenant and landlord
while compiling the data and reporting needed to keep these assets
profitable.
It took nearly a decade for the industry to recover from the late ’80s
crash, during which time professional property managers became an
integral part of commercial real estate. While developers and owners
had previously managed buildings in-house, the debut of property
managers during the bust led to a permanent change in how buildings were managed. Nearly all buildings in Silicon Valley now have a
professional property manager, whether hired directly on behalf of
ownership or through third-party agencies.
In lots of ways, Sherie Dunn inspired the new generation of professional property managers in Silicon Valley. She operated out of an
office in Moffett Industrial Park, where she led the local REEF management team and negotiated industrial leases with a hired team of
local brokers. Most of the real estate industry was run directly by local
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developers. Sherie was considered a peer by them and was the most
well-known property manager in the Valley. The Building Owners and
Managers Association (BOMA)–Silicon Valley was founded in 1983,
with Sherie as its first president. BOMA’s credential program for real
property administrators (RPAs) was
born in that era and has trained a generation of them since.
By 2017, Silicon Valley contained approximately 300 million square feet of
office and industrial buildings. If the
average property manager handles
1,000,000 square feet of buildings, that
means that there are approximately
300 professional managers in the busiPhoto by Crew on Unsplash
ness. (This doesn’t include trainees and
assistants, most of whom aspire to become managers.) Forty percent
of all commercial properties are managed by companies that own
the properties, and 60% are managed by companies that provide the
services for a fee. Both have professional property managers on their
staffs, and many professional managers have worked for both owners
and property management firms.
Property management has become a much more recognized skill
in the world of commercial real estate. To function at the top of
property management, organizations require more than real estate
knowledge. These individuals are called upon to provide leadership
to large staffs and seasoned advice to institutional building owners.
Business development skills are increasingly important as more firms
compete for more business.
Today’s typical senior property manager in Silicon Valley has some
level of college education, a management credential that was earned
on a part-time basis while working in the industry, and ten years of
relevant experience in commercial real estate. Their compensation
is similar to that of a software engineer, and their skills cover a broad
range of knowledge in communications, operations, law, marketing,
design, accounting, and technology, in addition to all-important
“people skills.” Most of them love their challenging jobs, because,
they say, “every day is different.” The great ones will always have a
job, because through all the booms and busts of Silicon Valley, the
buildings remain. 
About the Author
Joe Lewis is the president and founder of
Orchard Commercial. He has more than 30
years of experience in commercial real estate
as a broker, manager, developer, and owner.
Joe holds the designations of RPA, CPM, and
CCIM, and in 2016, he received the ASVB Michael Murphy Award for outstanding and dedicated service to the community.

The Merger of

DLR GROUP|KWAN HENMI
© 2018 Sylvia Kwan, DLR Group | Kwan Henmi, skwan@dlrgroup.com

After having been at the helm of Kwan Henmi Architecture and
Planning for over 30 years—and part of a husband-and-wife team
for 37 years—I just went through the experience of selling the firm
I founded. It could have turned out differently than my expectations, but we were lucky: it seems to be headed for a big success.
I can feel it in my gut, and the numbers are looking like they’ll back
up my intuition.
I believe the most important part of a good merger is the smooth
integration of cultures. Having been exposed to six previous “first
dates” with other interested firms, I learned that a fairly basic set of
questions can get the answers you need to see if it’s a good idea to
go to the next step (or “second date,” as I like to call it).
Of the six firms, only one made it past the first date. Then, after
the second date, I had to break up with them. My intuition, which
I usually trust, told me that this deal was not going to end well.
That’s because I could already tell that our cultures were not going
to mesh.

Vida on Mission Street, San Francisco [photo by Rien van Rijthoven]

How did I know this? Elements such as design philosophy, the
leaders’ personalities and actions, and employees’ attitudes were
part of the calculus. I believe it boils down to having found a culture that imparts its overall goals from the top down, but then
accepts changes and ideas from the bottom up. It’s a process of
continuous improvement.
Surprisingly, size did not matter. We ended up merging with a firm
of 1,100 people (we were 30), because our cultures are similar and
compatible.
The second important part of a successful merger is trust. I trusted
the words coming from a longtime friend through the AIA, who
made the initial call on behalf of the DLR Group. Having worked
together with him at both the AIACC and AIA national levels for
nearly 25 years, I was ready to listen. When I found out that his firm
had been acquired by the DLR Group seven years earlier and that
it was working out really well, I paid close attention.
The most interesting coincidence was that Kwan Henmi had begun
the process of becoming an employee stock option plan (ESOP)
company, where the ownership of our company would transition
from Denis Henmi and me to the rest of the staff—and the DLR
Group was already a 100% ESOP company. Imagine my delight at
this alignment of cultures! (ESOPs are meant to engender a sense
of ownership for every employee, creating a sense of cohesive-

Kwan Hemni staff with DLR Group executives on announcement day
[photo by Peter A. Hess]

ness because the bosses are not making all the money—it’s shared
with everyone. The idea is that upon retirement, the funds that an
employee builds through the ESOP can make the golden years
more sustainable.)
So, based on trust, friendship, and our shared faith in ESOPs,
I became quite receptive to the idea of joining forces.
As it turns out, each DLR Group office (there are 25 in the US) is run
quite independently, based on the philosophy that we know our
local markets. When coupled with the support of a vast network of
continued on page 17
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Photo by Brendan Church on Unsplash

Career Transition: Finding a Peaceful
Hallway Between Two Scary Doors
© 2018 Monique L. Davis, Hines, Monique.Davis@hines.com

Within one week in mid-2008, three clients called my architectural
firm, where I was employed as a project manager, and put their
projects on hold. As a result, the firm melted into the recession
and layoffs began. I was in the last round of layoffs in early 2009.
This was the shove I needed to start my career transition.
My journey is not universal, of course. Transitions come at different
speeds and for different rationales. There is the new role, the new
career, the new industry—or just a general shake-up of a stagnating position. However, they all tend to have one thing in common:
an emotional element. This can be fear, feeling overwhelmed,
confusion, stress, impatience, or a mix of these emotions.
In today’s fast-paced world, many times we want our new beginning to start immediately. This may be essential not only financially
but also for our self-image—while at the same time it creates a
“to-do list” and stress that masks any excitement. But a job tran-
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sition need not be so abrupt; you can transition slowly mentally.
By doing so, I found a peaceful hallway between the two scary
doors of the “beginning” and the “ending” of my transition.
Inventory your relevant prior experience
The first step is “Don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater.”
Take an inventory of what you are bringing forward from your
previous role.
Between leaving architecture and moving into development,
I had to redefine myself, but I still had knowledge, behaviors, and
strengths from my previous experience. While I was no longer an
architectural project manager (managing an internal design team
and supporting consultants), but also not yet an owner’s construction manager (managing a general contractor and design team
during the documentation, bidding, and construction phases),
I found a solid rock from my old position that related to my

desired position: team management. For others it may be hospitality, sales, marketing, or related fields.
If yours is not apparent, CliftonStrengths (formerly StrengthFinders) by Gallup is a great starting point. For me, it revealed that
my team management was rooted in three strengths: belief, discipline, and restoration. These strengths became the foundation on
which I could stand. Through this exercise, you too can start your
transition feeling rooted.
Forget the guilt—you have gifts
Nine years prior to this event, I had met an owner’s construction
manager during the renovation project of a 1917 sanctuary in
Houston, a role I admired. Since I did not have sufficient experience, per my own assessment, to go directly into this construction
manager role after my layoff, I took a position as a project manager
for a general contractor.
I knew this was short-term, and I struggled with the thought of
using this position as a stepping stone. However, I quickly learned
that in a career transition, sometimes you need to be a little selfish
and let go of the guilt. The ability to put the guilt aside can make
or break a transition.
Guilt can manifest from leaving a long-term employer, from moving on from a team, from taking a stepping-stone job, or from not
fully having the experience necessary for a new position. But each
step in your transition has a purpose, and you do still have gifts
to offer.
Take the first step
Look at your positions as steps on a staircase: unless you are only
planning on taking a short journey to the next floor, you usually
cannot see the whole staircase. You can’t know what will happen;
you just need to be willing to take that first step. Plus, there have
been plenty of examples of where a “short-term” position became
a “long-term perfect job.”
Engage with your destination
Former colleagues with whom you have cultivated relationships
may not be of the most help, despite their best intentions. Instead,
start engaging with events, articles, and people already at your
destination. It is similar to reading a travel guide several months
before actually arriving at your destination.
For example, while working for a general contractor, I attended
construction events and those geared toward development. When
I met construction managers and others in development, I took
the time to ask them questions about themselves, which led to
them talking about their position. People were happy to share
what they liked and disliked about their roles.
As a result, when it came time for me to walk through the development door, I had already built a good network and was able to

call on them. I was also able to understand better what resources
I needed to bring from my past and present positions and had a
more realistic view of my destination.
Through this willingness to ask questions, my path between
the two scary doors had become a peaceful hallway, filled with
curiosity.
Be curious
After you have fully owned who you are and have taken the first
step, you are ready to be curious.
Curiosity is the wick in the candle of knowledge. Through this
phase of curiosity, you get to have a beginner’s mind. Don’t
assume or act like you know it all—you don’t.
As you learn, take this new knowledge and make it into habits.
For about a year into my time in general construction, I closely
watched the construction managers I encountered. One of the first
habits I took on was to walk the site prior to project meetings. This
resulted from watching successes and failures of others, and it has
saved my projects from time delays, increased costs, and issues
with quality. The point is: let your curiosity lead you to be attuned
to new habits. Take what you need and leave the rest.
Transition is a process
When is the transition over? It doesn’t end. The journey slows,
but it never ends. Like a good marriage that seeks to stay in the
newlywed phase for as many years as possible, so should you. I am
three years into my construction management transition, and I am
still learning and enjoying the “newlywed” phase. There is always
more to learn. Find those people in your new role who have created the type of career you want. Talk with them, watch them, pick
up their habits, and seek to be in the process rather than reach a
destination.
Let your “to-do list” for your transition grow out of your self-image,
your willingness, your curiosity, your new habits, and your journey. 
About the Author
As construction manager with Hines–West
Region, Monique Davis oversees the budget, schedule, scope, and quality of multifamily projects. She has a degree in architecture from Texas A&M University and
joined Hines in 2016. She has been involved
in new construction and rehabilitation projects for 20 years, including multifamily residential, community, and
retail projects. She is experienced in all facets of construction management, including site planning, zoning and permitting, facilities
and space planning, documentation, bidding, building construction, and construction closeout. Monique is an active member of
the Construction Management Association of America and CREW,
and she has been a LEED AP since 2007.
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Plan Bay Area 2040: Regional Roadmap for
Housing, Transportation, and Economic Growth
Q&A WITH JULIE PIERCE,
PRESIDENT OF THE ASSOCIATION OF BAY AREA GOVERNMENTS
© 2018 Tuija Catalano, Reuben, Junius & Rose, LLP, tcatalano@reubenlaw.com

On July 26, 2017, the Association of Bay Area Governments
(ABAG) and the Metropolitan
Transportation
Commission
(MTC) adopted the “Plan Bay
Area 2040” document, a longterm regional transportation
and land use roadmap for future growth. Due to the adoption of Senate Bill (SB) 375 in
2008, all 18 California regions
are required to complete and
update a sustainable commuJulie Pierce
nities strategy (SCS) as part of
a regional transportation plan
(RTP). In the Bay Area, that responsibility falls on the ABAG and
MTC. The state-mandated SCS and RTP components are included
as part of the plan, which also provides a comprehensive regional
housing and transportation plan and strategy. (A full copy of the
plan can be accessed at 2040.planbayarea.org.)
According to data cited in “Plan Bay Area 2040,” there is an increasing disconnect between where people live and work, and as
a result, Bay Area commute times are at record high levels, which
can be seen, for example, in freeway congestion and recent significant increases in the use of transit systems, including BART, Muni,
and Caltrain (see pp. 12–15 in the plan). The ABAG and MTC have
estimated that between 2010 and 2040, the Bay Area will grow by
an additional 1.3 million jobs (over 600,000 of which were already
added before 2015) and over two million residents (approximately
25% of which are estimated to have been added before 2015) in
around 820,000 new households (p. 33).
The plan recognizes the link between transportation and land use
on the one hand and housing policies on the other, and it sets
forth an action plan emphasizing a “multipronged strategy” that
addresses three key areas: (1) housing (including housing afford-
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Cover of the Plan Bay Area 2040 Report (PBA2040) [courtesy of Metropolitan Transportation Commission]

ability and displacement risk); (2) economic development (including transportation access to jobs and infrastructure maintenance);
and (3) resilience (including protection of open space areas and
the creation of healthy and safe communities).
Julie Pierce is the president of the ABAG and its delegate to the
MTC. She has served on the Clayton City Council (five times as mayor) and Contra Costa Transportation Authority (CCTA) (twice as chair)

since 1992. She has a long history of working on regional transportation, land use, and growth management policy issues, dating back
to 1987, when she was appointed to TRANSPAC, the Central Contra
Costa Regional Transportation Planning Committee.

I sat down with Julie, my City Council colleague, to discuss the
significance of “Plan Bay Area 2040” and the Bay Area’s housing,
transportation, and employment challenges in general.

TUIJA CATALANO (TC): The original “Plan Bay Area” was adopted in 2013. Why was a new plan drafted within few years of
the original, and what is different about “Plan Bay Area 2040”?

projected in the last version, but very little of the housing. Affordable housing is our greatest need in the Bay Area, and how to
build enough of it without displacing current residents is one of
our biggest challenges. This plan includes an action plan for implementation, so that we can begin to make real changes soon.

JULIE PIERCE (JP): Although the plan covers a 24-year period
from 2017 to 2040, SB 375 requires an update every four years.
Due to the tremendous job growth experienced in the Bay Area
following the recession, we have already attained most of the jobs

TC: The plan does not control or override local land use decisions, and it does not provide any mandates. What is the cities’
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imately 200 priority development
areas (PDAs) identified in the plan,
or is this a broader action item for
all Bay Area cities
and counties?

Women in discussions [photo courtesy of Metropolitan Transportation Commission]

role in ensuring that the plan can be effective in achieving its
objectives? What are the tools to ensure that cities are engaged in and committed to the implementation of the plan?
JP: True, there are no mandates, or “sticks,” but there are incentives, or “carrots.” Those agencies that create housing also qualify
for additional funding through our One Bay Area Grant (OBAG)
program. Transit-oriented plans (TOPs) that qualify will get help to
fund the associated transportation improvements that are needed
for the developments.
TC: Although cities can make decisions on where, what kind,
and how much housing is approved, cities themselves do not
build housing. What is the role of regional and state agencies,
including the state legislature?
JP: Several of the new bills that were just signed by the governor at the end of September provide critically needed funds for
planning, e.g., SB 2 (sponsored by Atkins) and SB 3 (Beall), which
provide new funding sources that include allocations, for example,
to local governments to update local plans and for other housing programs and planning. Although “by-right“ approvals (e.g.,
SB 35 (Wiener), which provides for a streamlined housing development approval process for certain projects in jurisdictions that
have not met their Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA)
targets for specific income categories) are not greeted favorably
by many cities, they would be more acceptable if the communities
had area plans and specific plans in place for the developments
they would be willing to approve. Planning grants will help with
that effort.
TC: The plan highlights the regional housing crisis, including a
shortage of affordable and market-rate housing and the need
to improve the jobs/housing balance in the region. Can this
issue be solved by housing development within the approx-
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JP: Approximately
70% of the need
can be addressed
through the PDA
plans. Clearly that’s
not enough; all
communities must
address the need
for housing for all
of our citizens. Our
seniors and our kids and grandkids often prefer to live in the communities where they have friends and family. We need to provide
a wide range of housing choices throughout the region. It does
not need to be high-density housing in every location, but all of us
must do what we can as it suits each community.
TC: The plan is not just about housing; it is also a regional transportation plan. Can transportation issues be solved by funding
alone (e.g., for new infrastructure or improvements to existing
infrastructure), or is this also a question about housing/jobs
planning and implementation of transportation policies?
JP: It’s both. In many ways, we are still catching up with infrastructure to meet today’s demands. We must complete the transportation infrastructure gaps and make more efficient use of the system
we have. But we also have to build more housing in the job-rich
areas and, conversely, incentivize creation of job centers closer to
the housing-rich areas.
TC: Recently there have been more articles about Bay Area
residents who are contemplating leaving in the near future
citing, for example, concerns about housing costs. In 2017,
the Bay Area Council reported that, based on a survey it had
conducted, 40% of respondents (and 46% of millennials) were
considering leaving the Bay Area in the next few years. Since
housing is not approved or built overnight, is it too late for the
Bay Area to respond?
JP: We hope not. Over 20% of our college-graduate millennials
are living at home with parents or in shared housing arrangements.
The median income in the East Bay, where homes are somewhat
affordable, is $83,705, but to qualify for a $500,000 home requires
an income of $125,000. Much of the “affordable” housing stock
is in the Central Valley, requiring rigorous commutes for many of
our workers. One of the East Bay’s major employers, the Lawrence

Livermore Lab, loses about 40% of its prospective employees due
to the high cost of housing and the long commutes required to
reach affordable housing.
One strategy, recently approved by the legislature, that can relieve
some of the strain on those seeking housing fairly quickly is for
existing homeowners to create accessory dwelling units (ADUs),
for students and seniors particularly. Even for smaller families, this
strategy of multigenerational or shared housing could make a significant difference in our supply. ADUs can also help us meet the
ongoing affordability challenge for existing homeowners as well.
TC: The housing discussion often centers on displacement concerns and the need for more affordable and low-income housing. Some argue that construction of more market-rate housing only exacerbates housing unaffordability. Should Bay Area
jurisdictions prioritize approval and construction of affordable
housing, or is all kinds of housing, including workforce housing, needed to solve the housing crisis?
JP: All kinds and price levels of housing are needed. Much of our
current middle-income/market-rate housing stock already qualifies as “affordable,” but for it to turn over requires somewhere
affordable for those residents to go. The legacy of Prop. 13 only
exacerbates the problem. We need a wider variety of housing
choices to suit the entire spectrum of our population.
TC: Can the Bay Area solve its housing crisis and manage its
economic growth in an environmentally sustainable manner?
What is the importance of including a “resiliency” component
in the plan?
JP: We must do our best to preserve our existing housing stock,
protect our existing affordable housing, and produce more hous-

ing at all levels—all while planning for climate change and sea level rise, and retrofitting our region to withstand future seismic challenges. The resiliency challenge is very important, because much
of our critical infrastructure is currently located at or near sea level.
By concentrating the majority of new housing near existing transit nodes, we reduce our greenhouse gas emissions considerably.
When this is combined with increasingly fuel-efficient vehicles, we
have the opportunity to make a real difference. Furthermore, all
new development is restricted to areas within the urban growth
boundaries in each of our counties, so that our existing agricultural
areas and treasured green spaces are preserved for the future.
TC: The ABAG and MTC have recently merged their staffs.
What is the significance of the merger, and does that facilitate
the implementation of the plan in any way?
JP: The consolidation of the two staffs under one management
team has already facilitated our programs by eliminating the duplication of efforts and building stronger, deeper, more dynamic,
and effective teams. The coordination of tasks is bringing together
a wealth of talents and ideas to “Plan Bay Area” and will improve
our service to the entire region. 
About the Author
Tuija Catalano is a partner at Reuben, Junius
& Rose, LLP, a land use and real estate law
firm based in San Francisco. She has worked
as a land use attorney since 2003 and has
experience in all aspects of land use planning, entitlement, and CEQA practice,
particularly in San Francisco. She is also a
current councilmember for the City of Clayton, and prior to that
served as a planning commissioner for over six years.

Kwan, continued from page 11
knowledge leaders in each of our practice areas, our new team
has become stronger and more competitive than we’ve ever been
before.
This is a new experience for my staff and me. We are learning a
lot about being part of a global network (the DLR Group has three
offices outside the US) and the corresponding possibilities. Our areas of practice have expanded greatly, and the portfolio of incredible projects created by such creative people continues to impress
me. I am proud to be associated with a company that understands
the delicate dance of mergers and acquisitions and knows how to
do it well and enfold us into its professionalism.
It has only been six months. Talk to me in another year. I will be
glad to provide an update, but I am pretty confident that it will still
be a success story then too. 

About the Author
Sylvia is an experienced corporate executive and corporate director. She served
as chair of Kwan Henmi Architecture and
Planning, Inc., a recognized San Francisco architectural and design company she
founded in 1980 until June 2017, at which
time her firm merged with the DLR Group,
a multinational architecture/engineering firm, and she became a
principal. Her leadership as an active CEO earned the firm numerous design and sustainability awards and burnished her reputation
as a progressive leader in sustainability, zero waste, and corporate
responsibility. Some of DLR Group | Kwan Henmi’s current projects include Parkmerced Block 20 in San Francisco, SFMTA Central
Subway/Chinatown Station, SFO Long-Term Parking Garage No.
2, and the Gateway Tower in San José.
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A Changing Real Estate Landscape
Is Bringing Generations Back
Together at Home
© 2018 Rebekah Palmer, Veritas Investments, rpalmer@greentreepmco.com

From left to right: Screen House [photo by Joe Fletcher]; materials details; floor plans [illustrations and drawings courtesy of Architecture+Design]

In the past decade, we have seen economic factors heavily influence cultural expectations that children leave their parents’ homes
after high school, never to return, and make their own living arrangements, whether independently or with a partner or roommates. There are even a handful of real estate developers in the US
that are capitalizing on the “trend” of families choosing to share
space under one roof. Some call it “intergenerational housing,”
while others have coined the term “multigenerational housing.” In
many countries, it is simply housing.
In fact, people have been caring for each other in the same home
for many, many years. This is nothing new. Grandmothers have
always been watching toddlers while the parents work; children
have been caring for their aging parents. In addition, often several
generations of fully independent adults may choose to live in the
same home in order to utilize their finances for things other than
a mortgage.
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What’s interesting is that, largely, architecture in the US is not particularly suited for this use. Up until the point that the financial crisis hit in 2008 (which seems to be a factor in the increase in multigenerational housing), not much thought was put into designing
our living spaces for a more flexible use.
Our current housing typology can partially be traced back to the
post-WWII housing boom and the affordability of mortgages.
Most of these structures were designed for the nuclear family.
(Keep in mind that redlining practices were widespread, so these
housing options were not, in fact, available to all Americans.) The
trajectory from that point led to the construction of suburban
homes and apartments designed for one or two people. Many
families in large cities can testify to the difficulties of finding an
apartment with more than two bedrooms. People get creative,
sure. But many of the challenges posed by this trend can be
solved through design.

In order to get an idea of how design can improve life transitions
for some families, I met with Sandra Vivanco of A + D Architecture,
who has been a big part of the architectural community in San
Francisco for many years. Sandra has a lot of insight into multigenerational housing trends, not only through her role as an architect
but also through her work as a professor. She encourages dialogue
with her students about the organization and typologies of space,
extending the conversation to include the impact of cultural and
economic conditions on the function of space.
This exchange of ideas has led to many insights about the way
that housing works for families around the world. For many of her
students, there is a bit of a chuckle over the idea that multigenera-

and a return to more sensible use of space. Another recent effort to gain usable urban space in California has been the political
push to allow property owners to add accessory dwelling units—
often called “granny flats”—to existing structures.
Sandra also had a lot of good things to say about the City of San
Francisco’s effort to push developers to think about how to build
for multiple generations. Recalling the “pubs + playgrounds”
model from places like Australia, she says, “we are starting to see
more of this kind of thoughtful design in the new urban spaces in
San Francisco—public and private spaces that are friendly to all
and actually consider the extended family.”
It’s not only architects that are forming ideas about
multigenerational housing. Land developers such as
Lennar have started marketing the multigenerational home in parts of the US—“two homes under one
roof.” And urban planners are even extending this
idea to technological applications that can connect
generations that don’t share family ties. For example,
Nesterly is an app that was created to connect young
renters to homeowners with open bedrooms (as the
company puts it: “Housing affordability and agingin-place are huge problems. Nesterly solves them
both.”). The idea came from two recent MIT graduates who studied urban planning and decided to test
their idea in the marketplace. Since it can be difficult
for a student or young professional to make rent, and
aging baby boomers and recent empty-nesters are
increasingly in need of assistance in the home or a
hand with some chores, this option seems ideal.

tional housing is a new “trend,” when in fact, this concept is one of
the best old ideas, still practiced in places like India, Latin America,
and parts of China.
Sandra was hired to design a home for a family in the Excelsior district of San Francisco who had immigrated to the area in the ’70s and
wanted a structure to accommodate their three adult children. Each
level of the home was designed with a specific function in mind. The
ground level was dedicated to the garden and a kitchen and was
thought of as the social space of the home. This level also included one bedroom unit for the parents. On the second level, Sandra
included a small social space, including a wet bar, but otherwise
designated four bedrooms with adjoining baths. Her vision for this
home was that it be comfortable and compelling—but affordable.
She emphasized that multigenerational housing is a long-honored
tradition, but only one piece of the overall trend of densification

While in the United States it has largely been economic factors that have brought generations of families back together (Sandra uses the term “boomerang kids” to describe adult children moving back
home), this is not always the case. For some families,
it is culture; for others, it might simply be more practical to share
household responsibilities. Regardless, it appears to be a growing
trend that coincides with the popularity of the sharing economy.
No matter what term you wrap it in, multigenerational housing has
become part of an ever-changing real estate landscape. 
About the Author
Rebekah Palmer is a development manager
at Veritas Investments. As the San Francisco
associate editor of the VIEW, she loves picking up on the expertise of real estate practitioners all across the Bay Area. She spends a
lot of time thinking about how we can shape
our future cities (sometimes on the slopes
and often with her nose in a book).
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The Fears and Joys

of Job Transitioning
Photo by Tim Gouw on Unsplash

© 2018 Elizabeth Creger, Asset Resource Group, ecreger@assetresource.net

Transition is defined as a process or period of changing from one
state or condition to another. Any kind of change in life can be exciting and joyful—or excruciatingly stressful and fraught with pain.
Some of life’s top stress producers are:
yy marriage, divorce, or the loss of a partner,
yy moving or buying a house (especially in the Bay Area), and
yy losing or changing a job (and even retirement).
People change jobs for a myriad of reasons. The most common are:
yy a better opportunity for career advancement,
yy to escape bad management or a toxic workplace,
yy personal and professional fulfillment,
yy lifestyle preferences, and
yy financial gain (note: money is seldom the primary motivator to change jobs).
Job transitioning can be self-induced or thrust upon us by circumstances that may be out of our control. As a long-term real estate
recruiter, I’ve heard many, many such stories. Either way, changing
where you work or what you do for 8–12 hours each weekday needn’t
be stressful. In fact, it can be exhilarating and rewarding. Minimize
the stress by doing it right. Here are a few suggestions how:
Be realistic in your expectations. Make sure your credentials, experience, and skills match the requirements of the role you seek.
There’s plenty of online data or profiles of those already holding
your desired position to help you learn what’s required. If you don’t
match, you can sharpen your skills, get more credentials, or readjust your search. If you far exceed the requirements, do the same—
adjust. Employers don’t like underemploying people either.
Know your worth. According to a new law effective January 2018,
California employers can no longer ask for a salary history on an
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application or in an interview. On the other hand, they are obligated to tell you the salary range being offered when asked. So do
your homework: learn the industry norm for the role and know your
value before negotiations begin.
Qualify and quantify. Accurately state your true qualifications,
such as education and skills, not personal characteristics, like being a good communicator or team player. Quantify your accomplishments by quoting specifics using figures to define the savings
you achieved, the size of budgets you controlled, or the number of
portfolios you managed. Numbers are more concrete than words.
Promote yourself. Promote yourself internally to industry colleagues and—though it may be a bit self-serving—to people like
me. Be proactive in your transition, whether it’s thrust upon you
now or you’re just planning for the future. Make yourself valuable
and visible internally and externally, and let the right people know
that you are open to advancement or a change.
And if a recruiter reaches out to you for whatever reason—reach
back! The opportunity may not be the right one for you, but it could
be for someone in your circle. And by responding to such inquiries,
you’ll better ensure that you’ll hear about other opportunities in
the future, one of which may be just right for your own transition. 
About the Author
For over 25 years Elizabeth Creger has been
a real estate executive recruiter and a member of both CREW SF and CREW East Bay.
She is also a past president of the San Francisco chapter. She specializes in matching
the best and brightest industry talent with
developers, owners, and managers of commercial and multifamily assets.

An American Story Built on True Grit
© 2018 Gina Vella, Universal Site Services, Inc., gvella@universalsiteservices.com

Leonard Vella on a sweeping machine, 1958 [photo courtesy of Gina Vella]

The Silicon Valley wasn’t always covered in asphalt. The area was
renowned for lush, rolling hills guarded by orchards and vineyards,
mostly worked by migrant famers. This is where Universal Site Services, Inc., originally known as San Jose Commercial Sweeping,
and our family of exterior sweeping companies came to be.
A new type of business
During Silicon Valley’s transition from agriculture to industry, landowners closed their farms and sold their land for new opportunities to build shopping centers. In 1958, Leonard Vella and Frank
Dorsa, newly graduated, eager teens, worked long nights sweeping parking lots and sold service contracts during the day. Through
true grit and hard work, they developed an industry that before
them simply did not exist: parking lot cleaning. And they instilled a
work ethic in their business that prepared it for continued growth
into the new millennium.
From fashion back to family
Growing up, my brother and I never really understood what Dad
did all through the night. It wasn’t until my teens that I realized
that Dad was a “garbage man”! Wanting to pursue something
much more glamorous, I went to the Fashion Institute of Design
and Merchandising, then quickly climbed the corporate ladder at
companies such as Guess Jeans and Calvin Klein. When I became
disillusioned with fashion and decided to come back to the family
business, I realized that I’m more like my father than I thought. I
am driven by the same passion, dedication, and drive—but now

instead of talking fashion, I talk trash! As a farmer would say, “the
apple does not fall far from the tree.”
Evolving the family business
As the years went by and markets evolved, we too needed to
change. San Jose Commercial Sweeping expanded into other regions and markets, and in 1984, we changed the name to Universal
Sweeping Services, Inc., which at the time was more indicative of
our expanding geographical scope.
Because of our customer service successes, we were often asked
by our customers to be a part of other exterior maintenance solutions, so our repertoire of services expanded. Between 1984 and
2011, we added a team of experienced landscapers, recruited professional pressure washers, and hired the necessary management
and labor force to put local boots on the ground in each territory
we serviced. My brother Joe and I took ownership of the business
in 2005. At that time, the company was solely owned by our father,
and we were the next generation to lead it.
A new name for a growing company
While our operations made us more than a sweeping company, our
name recognition limited our growth to word of mouth from our
current customers. Our dilemma was how to achieve acknowledgment as a full-service exterior maintenance company. We started
continued on page 27
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A Home at Last
for Gay Seniors
© 2018 Jen Chan, White Tiger Condo Conversion, jen@whitetiger.us
The interior of 55 Laguna features 20-foot ceilings, graceful arches, and California murals. [photo by Michael O’Callahan]

In 1995, Marcy Adelman and her partner, Jeanette Gurevitch, had
a radical idea: to create an affordable place to live for San Francisco’s growing population of gay and lesbian seniors. It was a radical
idea because no such housing existed in the Bay Area—or anywhere else in the country, for that matter.
More than two decades later, Adelman and Gurevitch’s dream has
finally come to fruition. Last January, a 40-unit housing complex
catering to LGBTQ seniors opened its doors at 55 Laguna Street
in the city’s Hayes Valley neighborhood. Then, last fall, construction began on an adjacent building that will provide 79 additional
housing units and 7,000 square feet of program space. Once completed, at the end of 2018, the combined facility will be the largest
affordable housing project for LGBTQ seniors in the nation.

community was white and affluent” and therefore had the resources
to take care of themselves in their golden years.
But, after conducting some groundbreaking research, they discovered that the reality was quite different. “What we found was
that most LGBTQ seniors were single, live alone, don’t have adult
children, and are estranged from their families of origin,” she said.
And, far from being affluent, many were struggling with both their
finances and their health.
Openhouse, the nonprofit Adelman and her late partner founded
to achieve their dream, collaborated with Mercy Housing, a Catholic nonprofit, to develop 55 Laguna. The $56 million project was
primarily financed with low-income housing tax credits and funds
from the Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development.

But getting there was no easy task.
“When we started, there were very little data on LGBTQ elders,”
Adelman recalled. “There was a myth that most of the LGBTQ
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The facility includes 10 studios, 26 one-bedroom apartments, and
four two-bedroom units, which rent for between $821 and $1,146
a month, well below market rates for uber-expensive San Francisco.
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It also contains an LGBT senior center, which is open to residents
and nonresidents alike.

and New York recently began construction on subsidized housing
for gay seniors.

Because of fair housing regulations, not all the residents of 55
Laguna are LGBTQ, but the gay community, along with other
minority groups, is well represented: 67% of the residents are
LGBT identified, 6% are transgender, 57% are people of color, and
14% are people with HIV/AIDS.

Other cities also offer housing for LGBTQ elders, but they are
generally designed for a more affluent segment of the community.
Fountaingrove Lodge, for example, an upscale LGBTQ retirement
community in Santa Rosa, offers gourmet dining, concierge services, pet parks, and resident gardens, among other amenities.
But rents start at a hefty $3,400 a month, and that doesn’t include
entry fees that range from $189,500 to $925,500 (the fees are refundable to the resident or her estate when she moves out or
dies). Other upmarket complexes have been developed in in Palm
Springs; Provincetown, MA; and outside Santa Fe, NM.

The development occupies a renovated historic building with
20-foot ceilings, graceful arches, and California murals that once
housed the first teachers college in San Francisco and was later
occupied by the San Francisco campus of UC Berkeley Extension.
Although housing is central to Openhouse’s mission, the nonprofit
provides a wide range of other services to some 2,000 LGBTQ
seniors throughout the city, including exercise classes, language
classes, movie screenings, and
lunch groups.
“We were never just about
housing,” Adelman remarked.
“We believed it was important
to provide services too.”

Even with the upswing in new facilities for LGBTQ seniors, the
demand for such accommodations far outstrips the supply. There
are an estimated three million LGBT people over 651 in the Unites
States, and that number is expected to double by 2030. In
San Francisco alone there are
an estimated 20,000–25,000
gay elders. “There really is a
severe housing crisis for LGBT
elders,” Dr. Karyn Skultety, executive director of Openhouse,
told the New York Times recently. “It’s incredibly sad.”2

Another service Openhouse
provides is “cultural humility
training,” which is designed to
sensitize caregivers to the speOne has only to look at 55 Lacific needs of LGBTQ seniors.
guna to get a sense of how
Despite those efforts, however, The housing complex for LGBT seniors is located in a building that once housed
huge the demand is. More
Francisco’s first teacher’s college. This location has 40 apartments and Openmany gay and lesbian seniors San
than 1,800 people applied for
house’s office. [photo by Michael O’Callahan]
at traditional retirement comone of the complex’s 40 units
munities or nursing homes are
during the seven-day period
afraid to come out of the closet—or feel compelled to go back when applications were accepted. The fortunate few winners were
into the closet—for fear of discrimination. A recent study found selected by lottery. 
that nearly 50% of LGBTQ seniors encountered discrimination in
the previous year. For these elders, the loneliness and isolation that
About the Author
can accompany aging is often compounded by homophobia.
Jen Chan, MBA, is the founder and president
of White Tiger Condo Conversion, which
Triangle Square, a 104-unit apartment complex in Hollywood that
specializes in shared to autonomous real
opened in 2007, was the nation’s first affordable housing develestate ownership in San Francisco and the
opment for gay seniors. Since then a handful of other cities have
Bay Area, guiding people through the inbuilt affordable housing catering to LGBTQ elders, including Philtricate process. She has more than 25 years
adelphia, Chicago, Cleveland, and now San Francisco. San Diego
of experience in residential and commercial
real estate and related businesses. White Tiger’s vision is revolutionizing how we achieve property ownership and equity in San Francisco,
1
Bahrampour, Tara, “Same-sex couples encounter more barriers when seeking
Oakland, the Bay Area, and California, creating new opportunities
senior housing, study finds,” Washington Post, February 26, 2014, accessed Novemthrough condo conversion while at the same time building more
ber 19, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/same-sex-couples-encounter-more-barriers-when-seeking-senior-housing-study-finds/2014/02/25/851e6702vibrant and diverse communities. Jen is a longtime San Francisco
9e56-11e3-b8d8-94577ff66b28_story.html.
resident who has been a frequent volunteer with local and national
2
La Gorce, Tammy. “Fighting for L.G.B.T. Rights in Retirement Communities,”
civic improvement and advocacy groups.. For additional information,
New York Times, July 8, 2017, accessed November 19, 2017, https://www.nytimes.
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Jessie’s Story:
Achieving a Dream
in the Face of a Tragedy
© 2018 Geraldine Serrano, Bedford Cost
Segregation, gserrano@bedfordteam.com
Jessie Banuelos

Jessie Banuelos’ career began in the late 1980s, when, as a student
at UC Berkeley, she worked part-time as a customer service representative for a Farmers Insurance agent in Orinda. After graduation, she spent many more years building her skills with the same
agent before seizing an opportunity to work in Marin County with
another agency, which she helped grow from two people to a seven-person team with two locations.
She loved her work, and her passion showed. After about a decade, she and the owner discussed succession planning, and they
decided that she was in a position to eventually purchase his agency. Owning her own agency was Jessie’s dream since the start of
her career. So, she was inspired to work even harder to build the
company that would one day be hers.
Then a tragedy struck. One of Jessie’s sons had a major medical
event that almost ended his life. She took time off work to be by
her son’s side and assist him in his recovery until he could come
home. After it became apparent that this was not a temporary
arrangement, she and her employer decided that it was time to
sever their working relationship to allow her to focus on her son’s
health. This was extremely difficult for Jessie, given all the work she
had put into the company and her career, but she knew that some
things were more important than a corner office.
As her son continued to improve, Jessie started to consider going back to work. She still needed a lot of flexibility to be able to
care for her son, so she found an opportunity to work from home,
helping an insurance agency expand its brand. While this wasn’t
the path she had imagined, she was at least moving forward again.
Then one day Jessie received an invitation to meet with Dan
Brown, a Farmers Insurance district manager she’d met years ago
and had kept in touch with. Jessie’s philosophy is to take every
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meeting—because you never know whom you will meet and how
they might change the course of your life. This was the meeting
that changed her life.
Dan said that he had always been determined to have her join his
team and presented her with an opportunity to acquire an agency
in Orinda. She was shocked, as she’d actually attempted to purchase this same agency years earlier.
Four months later, Jessie was handed a turnkey operation “lock,
stock, and barrel.” She received a solid book of business and a
beautifully furnished office with staff included. She had spent her
career building up other agents’ businesses but now finally had her
own agency and an opportunity to build her own legacy. Today,
Jessie helps commercial real estate agents, lenders, and mortgage
brokers satisfy the insurance requirements of their transactions.
Making her dream a reality after her family tragedy struck mid-career was no small feat. While some things will always take priority
over your career, with hard work and a little luck, Jessie found that
dreams still can come true. 
About the Author
As part of the business development team
for Bedford Cost Segregation, Geraldine
Serrano has helped building owners and
tenants on the West Coast find tax incentives to help them manage their commercial
real estate and improve their cash flow. She
is the chair of the Marketing Committee for
CREW East Bay and is on the Council of Investors for the non-profit Ambassadors for Hope and Opportunity that is designed for
youth, by youth, for the future of youth who are homeless or at risk
of homelessness.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE LARGEST WOMEN-OWNED
COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE BROKERAGE
IN SAN FRANCISCO

© 2018 Sharon Taplin, OUM & Co., LLP, staplin@oumcpa.com

From left to right: Ann-Margaret Vann, Catherine House, and Deborah Quok [photo by SVNIC]

Catherine House was a young girl in the United Kingdom who
loved Monopoly and Legos. That passion gave her the idea to
pursue a career in commercial real estate. For Deborah Quok,
the journey started out differently: her family owned land in the
greater Sacramento area, and she grew up witnessing property
exchanges and land development.
Their CRE paths converged in San Francisco, where they now find
themselves the cofounders and managing directors of a growing
real estate business, SVN QAV & Associates, along with their partner Ann-Margaret Vann.
Catherine and Deborah met in 2002 at a CREW meeting. Later, the
three became friends when they all worked at CBRE. Catherine left
CBRE a few years later and joined a Sperry Van Ness (SVN) franchise; Deborah and Ann-Margaret left to form QAV & Associates
(the name came from “Quok and Vann”). In 2015 the three women
began talking about forming their own company under the umbrella of SVN, using the leasing experience of QAV. They knew and
trusted each other and so accepted the challenge. Today theirs is
the largest women- and minority-owned commercial real estate
brokerage in San Francisco.
Like many small businesses, SVN QAV & Associates is carving out
its market presence in a highly competitive metropolitan area. Differentiating the business in this marketplace has been a challenge
the women have accepted. Now SVN QAV has a niche in office

and medical office building sales and leasing, for owners and occupiers; it is finding success in this strategy and is looking to hire
several people to join the team in the coming year. Additionally,
Catherine serves as the chair of the National Healthcare & Medical
Office Product Council at SVN, an organization consisting of over
1,500 brokers nationwide, which has given SVN QAV a leg up in
this market.
The structure and timing of their business success might be perfect. According to a recent study by Nordea Bank in Scandinavia,
companies with a woman in the chief executive or chair role have
performed far better than a major global index over the past eight
years. Imagine three women at the helm!
The challenges of starting your own business are many. The legal,
tax, accounting, budgeting, and branding decisions have taken
more time than any of the women had estimated—Catherine stated that she is spending more time working on the business than in
the business. They wish they could have garnered advice from other entrepreneurs or had had a playbook for forming a company.
Having a strong female mentor is definitely helpful for women starting out in business or starting their own business; for these women,
also having strong entrepreneurial mothers as role models gave
them the vision and fortitude to aspire to being business owners.
continued on page 27
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Generations for Generations:
Multigenerational Collaboration in Senior Living
© 2018 Brett A. Ortega, HumanGood, Brett.Ortega@HumanGood.org

Formed when two nonprofit organizations affiliated in 2016, HumanGood began as American Baptist Homes of the West and
Southern California Presbyterian Homes in 1949 and 1955, respectively. With the purpose of providing quality housing and healthcare for retired ministers and missionaries, a few members of the
Lost and GI generations started a small retirement home in Los
Altos, California. From that one site with a single nurse and 12 retired clergy, it has grown into 80 communities serving nearly 10,000
residents in five Western states.
Three of the six living generations in the United States are residents
of HumanGood communities: the GI, Silent, and retired boomer
generations. Our 3,500 team members are made up of boomers,
Gen Xers, and millennials, working together to fulfill a common
purpose. Even now, Generation Z is joining the staff, as the oldest
of this cohort are turning 16 and beginning to work part-time jobs.
What a retiree wanted in the ’50s and ’60s is not what is expected
today. While the GIs prioritized working to the end and the Silents looked to enjoy a quiet, peaceful, rocking-chair retirement,
the boomers are looking for yoga and cooking classes, continuing
education, and partial retirement while extending their careers—
or even starting another one. Tiny studios are being redeveloped
into multi-bedroom apartments with full kitchens and formal dining rooms. Architects and designers are not only focusing on the
health aspects of seniors but also creating space for familial connections between residents. The social needs of seniors are in line
with the desires of millennials, in that group activities and collaboration are a natural part of their ecosystem to promote healthy
living and optimal working environments. And increasingly, communications technology is being used in medicine and health services, and we strive to take advantage of these rapid advances.
At the same time, we are utilizing the skills and talents of each
generation, encouraging our team members, and promoting from
within. “We offer education assistance and want to help people
grow and do great things,” says Troy Keach, Vice President of Human Resources, who knows that employees of all ages can thrive.
Together, we are able to take advantage of our employees’ best
qualities: the boomers’ resourcefulness and goal-centric nature,
the hands-on independent attributes of the Gen Xers, and the innovative and passion-driven spirit of the millennials. The boomers
are our leaders: they have a strong work ethic, and they are self-assured and disciplined, with the vision and wherewithal to instill
confidence throughout the organization. However, the bulk of our
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White Sands La Jolla [photo courtesy of HumanGood]

team is made up of Generation Xers: they are self-starting contributors, steadfast, comfortable with technology, and entrepreneurial
in their mindset. And our millennials are mobile, agile, and—like
the earlier GI generation—very resourceful. Mission oriented, they
are keen to work with a purpose, something we have every day in
taking care of our elders. And they are instrumental in our efforts
to innovate.
Juan Solis, a human resources assistant with only six months at
the company, echoes this culture change, “I see it evolving into
something great that I want to be involved with for a long time.
We millennials want to have a great job, but it has to have purpose
and make a difference.”
I’ve seen leadership in the senior living industry change as executives retire and younger people with passion and vigor rise to fill
their places. Our company’s mission is to serve seniors on their life
path and to help them realize and live their full potential. Building
a bridge between the generations comes with a unique set of challenges, but nothing compares to the rewarding feeling when synchronicity is apparent and everything flows like a well-rehearsed
orchestra. One generation paves the way for the next as we hire
for the heart and train for the position. We are generations of employees serving generations of residents. 
About the Author
Brett Ortega is the Vice President of Community Technology for HumanGood, California’s largest nonprofit provider of senior
housing and services, and one of the 10
largest in the nation. Brett is responsible
for the strategic planning and management of technologies that HumanGood
employs for the benefit and safety of its residents and team members. He enjoys technology at both ends of the spectrum, from the
latest smart device to the most primitive survival skills and tools.

Vella, continued from page 21
sweeping, and in 2007 our third organization, Statewide Construction Sweeping, was created, focusing on highway road construction.
The power of true grit and teamwork
Joe and I do not take sole credit for our success. Most of our
success is due to our employees’ dedication, perseverance,
determination, and teamwork. The majority are tradesmen and
tradeswomen, not many of whom have the degrees or schooling we see in the Silicon Valley tech industry. We look to employ
people who have the desire to work and rise up the ladder regardless of their education. It’s the “true-grit factor” that we look
for, whether we’re hiring a day porter, a sweeper operator, or an
executive. We also attribute the growth of our companies to our
never-give-up attitude, the support of our families both at home
and at work, teamwork, and the importance of equality.
Pressure washing [photo courtesy of Universal Site Services]

this change by identifying what we liked about our brand—the logo
recognition, the broadness of the “universal” statement, the bold
red color, and the years of history both in trade organizations and
the industry—as well as the keywords we would need for good SEO
placement.
A small tweak to our name enabled us to achieve our goal: we kept
the same acronym, USS, by swapping out “Sweeping” for “Site.”
This simple modification catapulted our expansion without having
to reinvent ourselves completely. Now Universal Site Services, Inc.,
we provide complete exterior maintenance services throughout
California, Nevada, and Arizona, and into Oregon, Washington,
Hawaii, and Texas in the coming years.
Simultaneously, we introduced two other sweeping companies
specific to certain market segments. During 2003 we established
Contract Sweeping Services, Inc., with a focus on municipal street

Now is a very interesting time to be a tradesman or tradeswoman,
as the supply is low and demand is high. And while automation
continues to gobble up jobs in various industries, we see the value
of the human touch and their hard work continuing to provide value for generations to come. 
About the Author
Gina Vella was born and raised in the Silicon Valley. She and her brother, Joe Vella,
are both principals of Universal Site Services, Inc., Contract Sweeping Services,
Inc., and Statewide Construction Sweeping, Inc. Her husband, Chris Dickie, is an integral part of the companies’ success, and
she has two wonderful daughters, Avery and Julia. She belongs
to CREW and BOMA and enjoys both her social interactions in
the trade organizations as well as family time, the great outdoors,
reading, and relaxing with her family and friends.

Taplin, continued from page 25
As longtime CREW members, both Catherine and Deborah appreciate the career opportunities, as well as the valued friendships,
they found at CREW. Catherine served as the president of the San
Francisco chapter in 2010, and Deborah served as the Sacramento
chapter president in 1991, as well as the Network president, representing San Francisco, in 2004. They support CREW by being
resources for business and referrals, as members increasingly look
to network and cultivate business opportunities.
Says Deborah: “I would encourage women to undertake a transition, be it a goal or a dream, because the success is more rewarding
than the challenges they present.” 

About the Author
Sharon Taplin is the marketing manager at
OUM & Co. LLP. OUM is a San Francisco–
based CPA firm that has been providing
tax, audit, and business advisory services
for over 40 years. Sharon has over 20 years
of experience in marketing communications and business development. She is a
member of the Membership Committee of
CREW SF.
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