
From: Zenk, Jessica
To: Downtown West Project
Subject: FW: FYI: Protocol article on Downtown West/SiteLab
Date: Thursday, December 17, 2020 2:52:11 PM

 
 

From: Klein, Nanci 
Sent: Wednesday, December 16, 2020 7:42 PM
To: Rood, Timothy <timothy.rood@sanjoseca.gov>
Cc: Walesh, Kim <Kim.Walesh@sanjoseca.gov>; Hughey, Rosalynn
<Rosalynn.Hughey@sanjoseca.gov>; Burnham, Nicolle <nicolle.burnham@sanjoseca.gov>; Manford,
Robert <Robert.Manford@sanjoseca.gov>; Wessling, Cheryl <Cheryl.Wessling@sanjoseca.gov>;
Moniz, Lori <Lori.Moniz@sanjoseca.gov>; Zenk, Jessica <Jessica.Zenk@sanjoseca.gov>; Eidlin, Eric
<eric.eidlin@sanjoseca.gov>; Clements, Kristen <Kristen.Clements@sanjoseca.gov>; VanderVeen,
Rachel <Rachel.VanderVeen@sanjoseca.gov>; Mendez, Zacharias
<Zacharias.Mendez@sanjoseca.gov>; Sanderfer, Larissa <Larissa.Sanderfer@sanjoseca.gov>;
Handler, Elisabeth <elisabeth.handler@sanjoseca.gov>; Ruano, Jose <Jose.Ruano@sanjoseca.gov>
Subject: Re: FYI: Protocol article on Downtown West/SiteLab
 
Loved it!  Thx Tim!

Sent from my iPhone

On Dec 16, 2020, at 2:19 PM, Rood, Timothy <timothy.rood@sanjoseca.gov> wrote:


I provided background for this profile of SiteLab’s Laura Crescimano (Google’s master
plan lead) and am quoted briefly.
https://www.protocol.com/google-future-silicon-valley
 
Tim

mailto:Jessica.Zenk@sanjoseca.gov
mailto:downtownwest@esassoc.com
mailto:timothy.rood@sanjoseca.gov
https://www.protocol.com/google-future-silicon-valley
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In a quarter century, when she's nearing retirement, urban designer 
Laura Crescimano might step off a BART train from San Francisco, 
make her way out of the bustling Diridon Station in San Jose and stand 
in the heart of a city she envisioned in 2020. She might turn down the 
street as local shops prop open their doors, and the kids are screaming 
on the playground across the way, and big colorful signs advertise next 
weekend's outdoor dance festival. 

As she wanders down 2045-era Autumn Street, there's no square foot of 
space she can't explain. She notices the little things, like the way the 
light hits her face over the top of the redesigned historic Pattern Works 
and Foundry building. The distant sounds of children at a nature camp 
next to Los Gatos Creek. Passing cars so infrequent she can jaywalk 
without looking both ways. New apartment buildings mixed in among the 
historic structures, many filled with affordable housing. She feels the 
quiet way the wind moves between the buildings. 

She stops for coffee, taking a moment to appreciate the new mural on 
the building face across the street. Then she turns down the trail off of 
Autumn, heading for the creekside. On the path, the city recedes away 
from this tiny oasis at the heart of San Jose. For one deep breath, she is 
alone among the green and the echo of the river. As much as anything 
she can see, she appreciates what she can't: no towers up lining up 
against the edge of the sidewalk, no security booths, no wide stretches 
of cracking parking lot. No gate with a big bubbly "Google" over the top. 

Oh, right. Minor detail: All of this San Jose is a Google campus. Sure, it's 
a neighborhood instead of an office park, but at the end of the day, 
Google still owns most of the land. Seven million square feet of office 
space and thousands of Googlers fill some of the new high-rise 
buildings, but Crescimano can't really feel their presence here, at the 
edge of the river, surrounded by community parks. 

That's the dream. In the here and now — the last weeks of 2020 — all 
Crescimano has is a 473-page design document for the DowntownWest 
project in one hand and the ambition of one of the world's largest 
companies in the other. Google owns about 80 acres of land in the heart 
of San Jose, but it's mostly abandoned buildings and a few historic 
landmarks. There's a train station and a couple of buildings with 

https://www.sanjoseca.gov/Home/ShowDocument?id=65124
https://www.sanjoseca.gov/Home/ShowDocument?id=65134


affordable places to rent, but for a city center, it's remarkably silent. It 
epitomizes the fact that every working day (before the pandemic, at 
least), more people leave the Bay Area's most populous city than stay 
inside it. That's what Crescimano wants to help change, even if it takes 
more than 20 years to do it. 

Google is trying to reinvent its physical self by building mixed-use 
neighborhood developments, and Crescimano's Sitelab urban studio is 
responsible for designing and planning both the DowntownWest project 
and the rebuild of the land next to the company's Mountain View 
headquarters (called North Bayshore). Under Sitelab's guidance, the 
designs for both have rejected the suburban office parks that defined 
Silicon Valley's past in favor of urban centers that make the "campus," 
and Google, disappear. There are innumerable ways the DowntownWest 
project could go wrong before construction is completed in more than 
two decades: It could fail to be approved by city council in the spring, 
create an endless traffic and construction nightmare, drive up property 
prices and drive out local residents, or become yet another metaphor for 
Google taking over the world. Whether it's the fantasy or the nightmare 
or a more likely in between, Crescimano's name will be on the outcome. 



 
Laura Crescimano, the principal and co-founder of urban design firm Sitelab.Photo: Courtesy of Sitelab 

Rejecting tradition 

Before she can get upset with me for saying she's the one guiding 
Google's future in California, you need to know something about 
Crescimano. She doesn't like to take credit. She doesn't believe in the 
master architect or the lead designer. She'd probably rather this story 
feature every community group involved in the San Jose development 
process than dig into how someone like her can wield so much influence 
over Google. She's the opposite of the Silicon Valley ethos — which is 
why the story of Google's future in the Bay is also a story about her. 

In 2006, in graduate school at Harvard, Crescimano's architecture thesis 
caused a debate. Instead of a building, she designed a series of 
adaptable red Winnebagos for Moveon.org. She was both nominated for 
Harvard's thesis prize and told that buses didn't qualify as a design 
thesis at all. Margaret Crawford, now the director of UC Berkeley's urban 
design program and Crescimano's longtime mentor, said half of the 



graduate school showed up to her thesis presentation. "It really pushed 
the boundaries, and this was a long time ago," Crawford explained. 

In the end, Crescimano graduated, but she didn't win the prize. "I really 
couldn't stay in my lane," she said. She wasn't interested in pure 
architecture just for the sake of the art, and she still sees the thesis as a 
defining moment in her education. "I've always been interested in the 
issues, not so much the topic or the discipline," she said. She spent the 
next six years looking for a way to return to that. 

After only a few years working for more traditional firms, she wanted 
something more, and she found it in the work of former SF-planner and 
local legend Evan Rose. "It was like meeting a kindred spirit. We had a 
very aligned view," she said. The two were quickly united by a radical 
vision: They would design urban development projects in response to 
the needs of the community, rather than for the sake of the developer or 
the art of the design alone. They would call the firm Sitelab. "It really flips 
that notion of the sole architect. The sole designer. It flips that notion that 
a leader has to be a sole person calling the decision," said Guneet 
Anand, a Sitelab designer who studied under Rose. 

The firm thrived immediately, landing massive design assignments like 
San Francisco's still-ongoing Pier 70 waterfront rebuild. Rose was 
already five years into a battle against a rare form of cancer when they 
co-founded the firm in 2012, and then, three years after Sitelab's 
launch, Rose died. 

It was then that Crescimano's work took on a greater purpose: to carry 
out Rose's legacy. Depending on who in the Bay Area's design world 
you ask, it's Rose's San Francisco ties or Crescimano's optimism or the 
firm's unshakeable commitment to challenging what people think is 
possible that landed Sitelab more power than anyone would expect for 
such a tiny, independent shop. Between the two Google projects, Pier 70 
and San Francisco's 5M housing project (currently under 
construction), the group is now responsible for designing some of the 
largest projects in the Bay. 

Google's reckoning 

https://archive.curbed.com/2014/3/19/10130510/laura-crescimanos-pipe-dream-is-to-redefine-architecture
https://archive.curbed.com/2014/3/19/10130510/laura-crescimanos-pipe-dream-is-to-redefine-architecture
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Evan-Rose-urban-designer-and-former-S-F-6387112.php
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/56e1b9f520c647d3a0b90cab/t/5c3e21c96d2a734d90607d9c/1547575753890/190115_Crescimano_Resume+1.pdf


Google's real estate history in Silicon Valley is not a fairy tale. For Bay 
Area residents, the company is more famous for failing Silicon Valley 
neighborhoods than leading the charge for better ones. Its time in 
Mountain View has seen protests against Google buses in San 
Jose, families living in RVs next to the Googleplex, Sundar Pichai telling 
Googlers the company had no power to fix the affordable housing 
problem and service workers pushed farther and farther from the heart of 
Silicon Valley while gated houses went up in Mountain View and 
Sunnyvale. 

But rather than cut their losses, pack up and invest outside a Northern 
California increasingly hostile to big tech companies, Google's leaders 
stuck to a different idea. While other tech companies flee the region to 
build new campuses in Texas and elsewhere, Google wants to create 
entire Bay Area neighborhoods by redeveloping its own land and new 
land to create mixed-use office space, housing and community parks in 
San Jose, Mountain View and Sunnyvale (to start). Executives have 
framed their plan as helping to address the Bay Area's affordable 
housing crisis; the region's housing leaders described it as a reckoning 
with a decade of increasing backlash in cities and towns where Google 
has invested too much to give up. 

Understanding why the company is choosing a different path for its land 
now requires a quick trip back to the Cold War. Most of today's tech 
campuses are built on top of the remnants of post World War II tech 
companies: 50% parking lots and 50% concrete boxes, sprawled in what 
has become suburbia but was once cheap farmland. Like Facebook with 
Sun Microsystems, Google's headquarters was built on top of the former 
campus of Silicon Graphics. To urban designer and Stanford lecturer 
Dehan Glanz, these suburban tech campuses were fortresses. "All of 
these people making good wages, never leaving the building, never 
supporting local stores and never becoming part of the community," he 
said. 

"We basically allowed the situation to get completely out of control," said 
David Meyer, the director of strategic initiatives for affordable housing 
nonprofit SV@Home. By "the situation," Meyer means housing. One 
2019 study estimates that more than 1 million units were needed to meet 
demand from all the new tech jobs created between 2000 and 2018, and 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/25/us/backlash-by-the-bay-tech-riches-alter-a-city.html
https://sanfrancisco.cbslocal.com/2018/10/18/protesters-block-google-bus-san-jose/
https://www.latimes.com/business/la-fi-google-mountain-view-rv-living-20190522-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/business/la-fi-google-mountain-view-rv-living-20190522-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/business/la-fi-google-mountain-view-rv-living-20190522-story.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-19/what-s-behind-google-s-1-billion-housing-pledge
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-06-19/what-s-behind-google-s-1-billion-housing-pledge
https://www.spur.org/news/2019-02-21/how-much-housing-should-bay-area-have-built-avoid-current-housing-crisis


less than one-third of those were actually built. Tech companies created 
thousands of jobs and brought a flood of money to Northern California, 
but very little of that was reinvested into housing or healthy and equitable 
communities. Most housing experts lay more of the blame for this on 
regulatory failure than on tech company malice, but, over time, Bay Area 
residents started to fault the region's biggest employers for that crisis. 
Glanz wondered if subconsciously, the defensive suburban architecture 
of tech's physical spaces might have played a role. 

The future for Google's physical space is a reaction to this past. When 
the company proposed redeveloping the land next to its sprawling, box-
like corporate headquarters in Mountain View in 2015 (the beginnings of 
the North Bayshore project), it wasn't just offering some shiny new 
buildings, it was volunteering a neighborhood. Later, the idea that 
Google could use development projects to open up its land for affordable 
housing became part of its 2019 $1 billion housing commitment to "be a 
good neighbor" to the Bay Area. In the end, the North Bayshore 
proposal, designed by Sitelab, metaphorically rejected the physical 
architecture that helped create the techlash. 

North Bayshore is slowly making its way toward construction, though the 
approvals process is more complicated than the one in San Jose. At the 
moment, the DowntownWest project is both moving faster and more 
ambitious. Rather than redesign suburban land Google already owned, 
the company bought up a series of parcels that, put together, make up 
about one-third of the available land in downtown San Jose. The city had 
already launched a redevelopment and housing plan for the 250 acres at 
the center of the city in 2014; after Google put together enough of the 
land for itself, it offered to help make San Jose's vision a reality. 

Google quickly tapped Sitelab to help pull all of this off. Alexa Arena, the 
Google lead for the project, said she first paid attention to Crescimano a 
decade ago, when the two worked on a controversial housing project in 
San Francisco that eventually made it through a rocky approvals process 
due to more than $76 million in public benefits. Crescimano traced 
Sitelab's partnership with Google to a different beginning: a small Sitelab 
assignment on a relatively unimportant piece of the early North Bayshore 
planning. "Looking back, I think it was a test," she said. A test they 
clearly aced, because Sitelab was later hired to manage the entire urban 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z3v4rIG8kQA
https://blog.google/inside-google/company-announcements/1-billion-investment-bay-area-housing/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/google-wants-to-pour-money-into-san-jose-the-city-has-a-few-demands-11580234667
https://www.sfchronicle.com/business/article/1-billion-5M-project-starts-construction-14022017.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/business/article/1-billion-5M-project-starts-construction-14022017.php


design for North Bayshore, and then came on to do the same work for 
DowntownWest when Google bought the land in San Jose. 

"Look, as an academic, for me to not criticize Google is really amazing, 
but I have to say, choosing Laura is surprising in a good way," 
Berkeley's Crawford said. 

Because the project will take so many years to build — there's not even 
a proposed end date, really — the design principles and maps created 
by Sitelab will be one of the few permanent documents guiding the 
development. "They're not designing all the buildings now. Instead, they 
basically wrote a rulebook," said Timothy Rood, San Jose's planning 
division manager. "The idea is basically, you codify what you can commit 
to, and then you leave a lot of flexibility." Even if Google changes its 
mind about what buildings to construct when or decides it needs less 
office space, one constant will be the design set by Sitelab, which will be 
up for approval by the city in the spring. 

 
A map of the proposed DowntownWest project.Image: Sitelab 

Still, even with Crescimano on board for most of the rest of her 
professional life, there's no guarantee this project won't go up in flames 



at any point before it's finished. "There's a difference between planning 
this stuff and actually building it," Meyer said. 

Of the many things that are likely to go wrong, the biggest concern is 
what happens when legions of Googlers move to the neighborhood. 
"There's a concern about displacement at the site. This is going to be a 
Google site, and property values are going to go up," said Justin Wang, 
an advocacy manager for the Greenbelt Alliance, one of the members of 
the city's Station Area Advisory Group. The funding for BART and high-
speed rail, both necessary to ensure the new San Jose-based Google 
jobs don't bring too many cars to the city, could get delayed or canceled, 
causing an unsolvable traffic nightmare. (Rood of course assured me 
that none of this was likely to happen, and that the city and Google have 
a plan to address each issue). Almost none of that would be Crescimano 
or Sitelab's fault, but they'd still be tagged with the consequences. 

And then there's the fact that at its heart, it's still a Google project. Once 
the city's residents watch the first building break ground, they could 
decide that no matter what Google says, they don't want the tech giant in 
their neighborhood. "We're not going to let this development just sort of 
happen, and hope that it works out," said Maria Noel Fernandez, the 
president of Silicon Valley Rising, which represents tech industry service 
workers, many of whom live in San Jose. Fernandez herself was born 
and raised in the city with two service-worker parents. "We're going to 
exercise the power that we've shown we've got," she said. She's 
cautiously optimistic about the project now, but if Google falters in its 
affordable housing and community commitments, Fernandez will be the 
first to make them regret it. "We've made it not OK for Google and the 
city of San Jose to move forward without us." 

The next few months will be full of nervous anticipation and careful 
revisions as the Sitelab and Google teams prepare to seek approval for 
the design from the city. If their plan, along with the development 
agreement and the environmental impact review, is approved by the city 
council in the spring, it will streamline the rest of the process. Building 
design could begin immediately, and there should be no need for years 
of agonizing review over each structure. 

https://www.diridonsj.org/saag


The approvals process will be complicated and finicky and will likely 
bleed into the summer. The finalized documents have to be published 
ahead of the deliberations. The San Jose city staff will post a report on 
the project, followed by a planning commission hearing, followed by 
another staff report, followed by a city council hearing on the project and 
the certification of the environmental impact review. There will be even 
more processes if the project is approved — building permits and 
design, a city review and public comments — but Google could start 
construction in a couple of years, Rood said. He estimated that about 70 
people on the San Jose side of things have their hands on either this 
project or San Jose's broader redevelopment efforts every day. 

"I'm 55, so I certainly hope to be around. I hope to probably be retired by 
the time it's totally all done," he said. He described a dream much like 
Crescimano's, a fantasy world where he can step out of the rail station 
and witness the years of work and planning come to life. And in his 
vision, it's much more than the Google project he sees. It's the entirety of 
downtown San Jose, reshaped into a thriving, bustling city that just 
happens to have Google at its heart. 

"Everyone involved acknowledges that there are a lot of uncertainties," 
Rood admitted. "But in some way it's almost like re-centering the map of 
the Bay Area … That's a little dramatic, but it's a big game changer for 
San Jose." 

 


