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Streets in the area were blocked off while firefighters battled the blaze. Smoke from
the fire could be seen in Alameda and other parts of Oakland. Residents of a nearby
apartment complex were evacuated as a precaution, and around the block, neighbors
gathered to watch the efforts of firefighters to quench the blaze at the old, vacant
library.

“I've been in there, it's very beautiful inside. Or well, it was beautiful,” said neighbor
Johnni Mulloch. “It's been abandoned since | was a little kid, though.”

Jose Lopez said people have gone there for years to sleep and escape the elements.

On Aprit 25, 2017, the same building was heavily damaged by a two-alarm fire. Crews
had to force entry to the boarded up building to battle the flames, and one firefighter
was injured in that fire.

A month later, Battalion Chief James Bowron sent an email to then-acting Fire Chief
Darin White criticizing the city’s Public Works Department for a “laissez- faire
approach” to securing the building.

“We expect the citizens and property owners of this city to maintain and take
responsibility for their properties. We (the city) need to hold ourselves to the same if
not higher expectations,” Bowron wrote May 5, 2017.

“Obviously, public works failed us,” he said in the email.

The city-owned property had been vacant since the 1989 Loma Prieta mm::ncmxm
but the city was unable to come up with the funds to repair seismic issues at the site,
according to Sean Maher, public information officer for the city of Oakland.

After the fire in April 2017, the city contracted debris and asbestos removal at the
building and boarded up and fenced off the building. No electric or gas power was on
at the site, Maher said.

The previous blaze was believed to have been sparked by squatters cooking. There
was another fire two weeks earlier that was also suspected to have been started by
squatters but it was quickly extinguished and the damage was not as extensive as the
April 25 fire.

After that fire, the city collected $1.5 million in insurance money that was supposed to
be directed toward rehabilitating and refurbishing the building, Gallo said. Instead of
using the money to fix the blighted structure, the city decided to try to sell the building
under market value and keep the insurance money to compensate themselves for
what was considered the market rate of the building.

Galio said buyers had toured the property and were submitting bids, but all came
back saying it would cost $2 million to $3 million to rehab the facility. The Baptist
church was willing to work with the city to maintain the historical presence.

-“Property interests always seem to back away due to costs and historical
requirements,” Gallo said. “Now, it changes the conversation. There will be a greater
interest among other investors or nonprofits or churches that would be willing to bid
on the property. For us that live in the neighborhood, it's certainly a blessing, but it's a
sad way to get where we are today.”

Gallo said he has received complaints from the police chief and fire chief about the
building and hoped the concems would prompt the city to “correct the blight.”

“We empathize with the need for the homeless to find shelter, but we've had
firefighters hurt in these multiple incidents and the city needs to secure these
dangerous buildings,” said Zac Unger, vice president of Oakland’s firefighter union.
In 2012, activists took over the building, tuming it into a community library. Oscar
Fuentes said Friday he was one of those involved in that effort.
“The people here wanted it to be a community library, with ":o:wm:am of books
donated ... The city didn’t want to supportit. Alweneeded s&m the 0_2 to get out
of the way or help us but they did everything in their power to c_oox us,” he said.

Since then, the building has been a “heartache” for the people, :m said.

“The city let that building fester instead of paying attention to the umo_u_m in the
neighborhood,” Fuentes said.

The building at one time housed one of Oakland’s first branch __E,m_‘_mm after it opened
on March 14, 1918. It is listed on the National Register of Historic Places and is also a
city landmark.
It was the second of four branch libraries to be built in Oakland <sz.. $140,000 in funds
from a Carnegie Foundation grant obtained in 1914 by the Oakland City Librarian
Charles Greene. 7

Over the years, the branch had several names, including Em 23rd ><m:cm branch, the
ina Coolbrith Branch (named in honor of the city’s first librarian), the Miller Library and
finally, the Latin American Branch.
it closed as a library in the late 1970s because the city had no E:am for necessary
seismic upgrades. Other groups had used the building but it had been vacant for
some time before the 2017 fires. David DeBoit contributed to this|report.

“We empathize with the need for the homeless to find shelter, but we've had
firefighters hurt in these multiple incidents and the city needs »o secure these
dangerous buildings.”

— Zac Unger, vice president of Oakland’s firefighter union

“We expect the citizens and property owners of this city to maintain and take
responsibility for their properties. We (the city) need to hold ourselves to the
same if not higher expectations.” i

— Battalion Chief James Bowron, after a fire in April in the mmim uT\QSQ
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