
dimension
VOL. 32 NO. 11  •    APRIL 2020    •     SAN JOSE DOWNTOWN ASSOCIATION     •     SJDOWNTOWN.COM

Downtown

Businesses devastated
In the midst of worldwide pandemic and shelter-in-place directives, 
many downtown San Jose businesses continue to keep going, look 
forward and commit to the extent possible to their employees and 
customers.
Everyone agrees the first priority is to stay safe and healthy by avoiding 
the COVID-19 virus and preventing its spread.
Unfortunately, that has meant an immediate and dramatic loss of 
business since the end of February when news of the virus escalated 
locally. By the time Gov. Gavin Newsom issued a shelter in place 
order March 17, when only essential businesses and services could 
remain open, many downtown businesses had already nosedived – 
down 60 percent or more from normal operations.
During the first weeks of March, businesses faced an avalanche of 
impacts:  first mass gatherings of more than 1,000 people were sus-
pended; then 250 people, then 100 people, next 25 people and finally 
postponement or cancellation altogether.  Initially, arts performances 
and sports teams thought they could still carry on, but with social 
distancing and/or without an audience.  By March 17, most employees 
(those who were still employed) were working remotely and asked to 
stay home “until further notice.” 
With hockey games and concerts at SAP Center called off; conven-
tions and meetings canceled; theaters and museums closed; music 
venues and special events silenced . . .  downtown has been financially 
crushed with restaurants, bars, nonprofits, hotels, personal services 
and nightclubs absorbing the biggest economic hits.  Many storefronts 
are now boarded up in anticipation of a longer closure.
The coronavirus arrived as downtown momentum was fast accelerat-
ing with two consecutive years of record-breaking private investment 
led by Google, Jay Paul, Urban Community, Adobe, Urban Catalyst 
and Boston Properties.  
“A few weeks ago the sun was shining and downtown felt like it was in 
the midst of turning that proverbial corner,” said Scott Knies, SJDA 
Executive Director.  “Now we will be in crisis-reaction 
mode for the time being and coping with the losses 
we’ve suffered as a community.  Downtown will rebound, 
but the previous moment is over.” 
Knies expects momentum to restart with big infrastruc-
ture investments from federal stimulus packages.  
“Transportation funds are needed here,” he said.  “The 
best way to recover will be putting people back to work 
building the BART subway, Diridon Station, Downtown 
West and the Opportunity Zone projects.”
While some businesses were forced to shutter in March, 
others thought of creative ways to stay open and innovate 
during uncertain times when there are more questions than answers to 
what the next month will bring.
Lost revenue by downtown’s 200 restaurants amounted into the 
millions in March alone.  While many closed their doors, more than 70 
are still open for to-go and delivery orders.  One of the cafes providing 
in-house delivery and curbside pickup is Academic Coffee at Second 
and Williams streets where owner Frank Nguyen is looking at 
creative ways to keep his staff working
“I’m looking at discontinuing third-party maintenance and cleaning 
services and giving that work to my current staff,” Nguyen said.  He is 

also participating in volunteer efforts to collect and distribute “Shelter 
in Place Kits” of canned food, sanitizer and other household items and 
seeing the kits are delivered to people in the retail and service industry 
who are suddenly unemployed.

Nguyen reported that sales had already slowed after 
Notre Dame High School closed its campus and as office 
workers began staying home.  But that doesn’t compare 
to losing all convention center and meeting business.
“The cafe just gets by.  We make our profits on catering 
for companies and events,” he added.
In February, Heroes Martial Arts in the 
SoFA District experienced a record 
number of leads for new customers, 
said Alan “Gumby” Marques, 
owner.  “It pretty much screeched to a 

halt with the coronavirus.” 
Heroes asked customers to continue paying accord-
ing to its monthly tuition-based system, offering a 
voucher for a free month later on.  Like many other 
fitness businesses, Marques is offering online 
content to keep minds and bodies sharp during the 
COVID-19 hiatus.
These are the types of businesses that give downtown 
soul and are most vulnerable during this crisis, according to Nate 
LeBlanc, SJDA Business Development Manager.
“Hopefully we can all pull together to support the small business com-

munity, especially the hospitality businesses 
that have served as destinations for so many of 
us,” LeBlanc said.
Financial losses to arts organizations nation-
wide were estimated at $3.6 billion on March 23 
and growing at about $400 million a week.
“The coronavirus news hit hardest just as our 
annual two weeks of revenue began,” said 
Halfdan Hussey, founder of Cinequest Film 
and Creativity Festival, which postponed the 
festival’s second week until August 16-30.  “A 
big drop in our expected box office revenue 
occurred immediately.”
One of the first downtown institutions to close 
was the Children’s Discovery Museum.  Exec-
utive Director Marilee Jennings had never 
experienced anything like it in her 30 plus years 
at the museum.
“What’s interesting is that it didn’t fit into best 
practices planning,” Jennings said. “Earth-
quakes, a violent event – these crises are 
actually pretty straight-forward.  You can work 
off of the facts as we know them.
“But we got information that put us in a gray 
area.  An employee was exposed and didn’t 
know they had been exposed after working 
a full day.  Then 
you’re not sure they 

were actually exposed 
and you have to make decisions on an 
uncertain situation – that’s not in the crisis 
management plan.”
The coronavirus hit the museum hard and 
fast.  Now Jennings said she is immersed 
in the financial fallout.
“Fifty percent of our budget comes from 
earned income,” she said.  “It’s a diversified 

set of sources – memberships, food 
in the cafe, birthday party program – that depends on the 
museum operating.  The impact is huge.”
Symphony Silicon Valley and San Jose Chamber Orchestra 
are among the many arts groups canceling multiple 
performances.  
“This clearly creates a hardship for the Symphony and its 
musicians, but the health concerns are real and our patrons 
need to feel safe when they next attend,” stated Andrew 
Bales, general director of Symphony Silicon Valley. 
“While the cancellation of performances is a serious loss for 
any orchestra, the impact is much greater on musicians that 
depend on performing with many groups in the area, as well 

as guest artists, composers, recording engineers and a host 
of others,” added Barbara Day Turner, conductor of the San Jose 
Chamber Orchestra.
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Covid-19 closures, losses mount

Sign of the times:  Longtime downtown favorite Original Joe’s is boarded up for the long haul. 
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Arts groups are bracing for the impact the pandemic will 
have on the Transit Occupancy Tax (TOT), which is paid by  
hotel guests and used to support Team San Jose and arts 
groups citywide.
Before the pandemic struck, the City’s Office of Cultural  
Affairs let arts groups know 
that occupancy rates were 
down and TOT funding 
would be $1 million less than 
estimated.  With TOT losses 
mounting and stoppage of 
mass gatherings caused by 
coronavirus, arts groups and 
special events are facing dire 
financial scenarios.
On the local level, Cinequest 
and other arts groups hope 
that the generosity of patrons 
will carry the day for them, 
asking that those who bought 
tickets not request refunds, 
and pleading for donations.
At the national level, arts and  
museums advocates asked for COVID-19 relief funding 
to be administered by the National Endowment for the 
Arts; tax breaks that encourage charitable giving; and 
unemployment insurance for self-employed artists.
Despite this uncertainty, Jennings is anxious to reopen 
Children’s Discovery Museum.
“Children need to carry on and have normal activities,” she 
said.  “We don’t want to impact the children any more than 
the virus already has.”
While Marques is confident downtown will get through 
this, he wonders how long the conditions will last. 
“You prepare for rainy days and plot for the sunny ones 
that are coming up,” he said. “If this stretches beyond 
April, we’re all going to be in for some very tough times.”

Groundwerx during shelter in place
Groundwerx staff is used to dealing with viruses, bacteria 
and other pathogens on a daily basis.  Since March 17, 
Groundwerx services have been reduced to 6 a.m. to 6 
p.m. each day.  Along with disinfecting street fixtures and 
furniture, Groundwerx is focused on pressure washing, 
biohazard removal and trash removal.

Secondary Employment Unit of off-duty SJPD officers are 
also working during shelter-in-place orders. 

Additionally, having SEU and Groundwerx working during 
this time discourages looting and other property damage 
from occurring. 

“We’re focused on how to keep our staff healthy while they 
continue to clean and maintain downtown,” said Chloe 
Shipp, SJDA operations manager.

When conducting cleaning activities, staff follows OSHA’s 
standards around using personal protective equipment. 
Cleaning crews are provided with anti-bacterial wipes 
for in-the-field hand cleaning and have been instructed 
to wear gloves at all times, wash their hands thoroughly 
before going out and to stay home if ailing.

SJDA’s top three priorities
SJDA’s top three priorities for the immediate future are to 
offer small business support; realign communications 
and marketing to businesses; and prepare a downtown 
recovery marketing campaign.  

To support restaurants and cafes downtown, SJDA 
has compiled a list of about 75 that are doing delivery 
and takeout.  SJDA is working in partnership with the 
Mayor’s office, District 3 council office, the Silicon Valley 
Organization and Team San Jose to launch joint initiatives 
to support businesses including Silicon Valley Strong, 
Facebook Live Q&A sessions for small businesses, 
promoting open businesses and advocating on behalf of 
small business and nonprofits.

The communications team has led with a number of de-
liverables.  The homepage of sjdowntown.com is focused 
on all the different ways to support downtown including 
how to connect virtually to arts groups, museums, gyms, 
yoga, nonprofits and eateries. The Downtowner Online 
continues to go out to 7,000 subscribers on Wednesdays.  
Businesses that are open or offering virtual content, please 
make sure we know about it by emailing your information 
to sjda@sjdowntown.com.  Each Thursday, an update of 
new information and helpful resources is emailed to more 
than 2,800 Business Improvement District members and

Downtown Dimension is published monthly by the San 
Jose Downtown Association, a nonprofit organization 
established in 1986 to serve Downtown businesses.

Editor-in-Chief:  Scott Knies 
Editor:  Rick Jensen

sjdowntown.com     #dtsj

2 8  N .  F I R S T  S T .

S U I T E  1 0 0 0

S A N  J O S E ,  C A  9 5 1 1 3

4 0 8 . 2 7 9 . 1 7 7 5

return service requested

Prsrt Standard 
U.S. Postage

Paid
San Jose, CA

Permit No. 5116

More Downtown News
ADA-compliance grant available:  To ensure that 
people with disabilities have equal access to small busi-
nesses, the city has a grant program that pays the costs of 
inspection plus fees and permits related to any corrective 
action that must be taken.

The grants of up to $8,000 for qualifying small businesses 
is managed through the city’s Department of Planning, 
Building and Code Enforcement.  Certified Access 
Specialists will advise on renovations or new construction 
necessary for businesses to comply with the Americans 
with Disability Act (ADA).

The program has $40,000 set aside for this year and grant 
contracts will be awarded on a “first-apply” basis to busi-
nesses already open, said Juan Borelli, Development 
Services Small Business Ally.

“The City and the Small Business Ally Team are taking the 
lead on allocating the funds to not only help businesses 
ensure their sites are accessible, but also to work toward 
avoiding frivolous or malicious ADA lawsuits,” said Nate 
LeBlanc, SJDA Business Development Manager.

For questions or to apply, contact Small Business Ally 
Xuan Ha at xuan.ha@sanjoseca.gov or (408) 535-8135.

Garden Gate project in new hands:  London-based 
Scape, a developer specializing in student housing, has 
acquired Garden Gate Tower, an approved residential high-
rise at South First and Reed streets.  KT Urban sold  
the site at 600 S. First for $16.5 million. The site includes 

 
a 100-year-old apartment building of four units that will be 
moved off the site rather than razed.  The tower approved 
would be 27 stories and 290 units.  However, the new 
owners may request approval of a co-living building 
of shared living and kitchen spaces, with up to 850 
bedrooms.
Roygbiv plans to add color to Santa Clara St.:  
Roygbiv development company has purchased the build-
ing at 17 E. Santa Clara St., which was burned in a fire 
last year.  Eunice Kim sold the burned-out building for 
$3.4 million.  Roygbiv CEO Loida Kirkley is exploring 
development options for the 4,600-square-foot property.
SJSU continues Hammer Theater oversight:  
San Jose State University will operate and maintain the 
Hammer Theatre Center for the next 15 years, the City 
Council decided in March.  Two additional 10-year 
options mean that SJSU could program the 528-seat, 
58,000-square-foot theater for the next 35 years.  SJSU 
took over management four years ago after the San Jose 
Repertory Theatre shuttered its operations.  Under the new 
agreement, the city will subsidize SJSU about $315,000 
per year.

Downtown News
East-west buses change streets:  San Fernando 
Street is bus-free through the downtown core, meaning 
the raised bus stops have been removed along San 
Fernando Street at San Pedro Street, Second Street and 
Fifth Street.
Soon to come -- finishing the placement of some 
bollards along bike and parking lanes, and re-striping the 
street, including removing the “bus stop” lettering, which 
should make passage less confusing along the street, 
said Peter Bennett, transportation planner for the city’s 
bike and pedestrian program.
In the next few years, the city will install more permanent 
bike and pedestrian safety improvements, thanks to an 
Active Transportation Program Grant from the California 
Transportation Commission, added Colin Heyne, San 
Jose Department of Transportation spokesman. 
“San Fernando will be friendlier for biking to not have 
buses in the mix,” Heyne said.
VTA took buses off San Fernando Street three months 
ago when it stopped DASH and changed other VTA 
routes.  The Highway 17 Express Amtrak Thruway, which 
connects Diridon Station and San Jose State University 
to Santa Cruz, changed its route through downtown.  The 
17 Express now uses Santa Clara Street to get from  

 

 
Diridon Station to its final stop at East Santa Clara and 
Sixth streets in front of City Hall.

The Express route uses Interstate 280 to connect between 
Highway 17 and Diridon.

SJDA April Meeting cancelled

SJDA’s April 10 public meeting April 10 has been 
cancelled.
The earliest another meeting might be open to the public 
would be June.
Thanks for your past attendance and we look forward to 
seeing all of our stakeholders again

Buses move off San Fernando Street through the core.
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Signs like this are common throughout downtown.

downtown stakeholders.  If you are not receiving these 
missives, please email sjda@sjdowntown.com.

Also, SJDA’s social media posts on Facebook, Twitter 
and Instagram are mostly dedicated to breaking news and 
featuring businesses that are open and offering virtual 
information and entertainment.

SJDA’s is also preparing a marketing campaign to help 
welcome back downtown 
customers, clients and 
visitors once the situation 
improves and stay-at-home 
orders are lifted.

We are working with our 
partners to determine when 
the Downtown Farmers’ 
Market presented by Kaiser 
Permanente will open for 
the season. Once the season 
begins, the market will open 
each Friday, 10 a.m.-2 p.m., 
along San Pedro Street off 
Santa Clara Street Market.  
Farmers’ Markets across 

                                               the state have been recog-
nized as essential businesses. Check sjdowntown.com for 
Farmers’ Market updates.

SJSU coursework continues
In a March 18 letter to students and faculty, SJSU 
President Mary Papazian wrote:  “Many of us are 
experiencing a great deal of fear and worry as we navigate 
this new world in which we find ourselves.  Have I been 
exposed?  Where can I get tested?  What about my loved 
ones?  Will I still have a job?  Can my family’s business 
survive?  Who will take care of the vulnerable? And there 
is a profound sadness as we hear of more and more of 
our community members who have contracted this virus.”
She also praised students and staff for their resilience 
and for “always keeping the health and welfare of the 
community and our commitment to our students front 
and center.”
The SJSU campus remains open, but in-person classes 
halted March 9.  Coursework continued through online 
means, or through distribution of materials.  The univer-
sity is not offering refunds on tuition and other mandatory 
fees, according to Charlie Faas, vice president for 
administration and finance.
However, prorated refunds are available to those who 
move out of on-campus housing prior to the end of their 
agreement, or stop using campus dining or parking. 
Financial aid queries will be handled case-by-case 
according to state and federal regulations.
Most large-scale events on campus were canceled  
March 12.  The May 20-22 commencement ceremonies 
were canceled March 18.  The Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Library closed March 21 until further notice.

San Jose City Council action
On March 17, the San Jose City Council agreed in 
principal to help small businesses by: 
u  having a moratorium on evictions for commercial 
leases for small businesses (that are not vacant);
u  establishing a point-of-contact to provide assistance 
during emergency situations;
u  establishing a business continuity fund of an unknown 
amount for grants and loans that can demonstrate a loss 
due to novel coronavirus. This includes reaching out to 
corporate partners to cover employee wages, rent and 
fixed costs similar to Amazon’s $5 million fund for Seattle;
u  reaching out to the governor and president for financial 
assistance.
The next regular City Council meeting is April 7, when the  
Council will evaluate the recommendations from city  
staff for each proposal.

Business News
Soul sisters:  Nirvana Soul moves into the former Caffe 
Frascati at 315 S. First St.  Best friends forever Be’Anka 
Ashaolu and partner Jeronica (#jeranka) are opening 
a coffee and tea shop meant to bring people together and 
build community.  Find Nirvana Soul on social media.
Two Chairs makes sense:  Two Chairs has opened 
a mental health clinic at 111 N. Market St., Suite 950, 
providing in-person psychotherapy counseling services.  
Zlatena Theodore, PsyD, is clinical director and shares 
the office with four other therapists.  Check twochairs.com/ 
locations/san-jose-market.


