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MEMORANDUM 

 
Date:  July 9, 2026 
To:  Community and Economic Development Subcommittee 
From:  Maurice Brenyah-Addow, Senior Planner 
 
RE:  Developer Market Sounding Memo- Bliss Avenue Sites 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Executive Summary: The City has engaged BAE Urban Economics, Inc. (“BAE”) to 
prepare a revised RFP to attract viable development for three City-owned sites on Bliss 
Avenue. Before issuing, BAE conducted a developer market sounding, which identified 
several potentially viable development approaches under current market conditions. 
This memo summarizes the findings of the report (attached). 

Background 

In September 2020 and 2023, the City issued RFPs for development of three City-
owned sites on Bliss Avenue. Both drew a single proposal that fell short or the City’s 
expectations. 

Also in 2023, MTC awarded the City a $650,000 Technical Assistance Grant, citing the 
Bliss Avenue project as an ideal TOD candidate. Under that grant, the City retained 
BAE to study the viability of commercial, residential, and mixed-use development along 
the corridor. BAE found strong development potential given the sites’ proximity to transit 
and State Route 4, and has recommended greater density flexibility, relaxed ground-
floor commercial requirements in the RASP, and technical studies (Phase I ESA and 
ALTA survey) for the parcels. 

Market Sounding Findings Summarized 

• Market-rate multifamily rental is likely infeasible on the Project Sites in the current 
market cycle. 

• Townhomes may be viable on the northeast corner of Bliss Avenue and Harbor 
Street, though a smaller site and lower achievable sale prices could deter 
institutional investors. Preferred density: 12–18 du/acre, detached units. 

• Affordable and workforce housing is the most viable product type, particularly on 
Parcels 1 and 2, but requires City land and/or monetary contributions to pencil, and 
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is inconsistent with the City’s desired unit profile of mixed-income development. 

• Developers preferred density below TOD-H (35–65 du/acre) and surface parking to 
control costs. 

• For-sale attainable housing is a strong opportunity on Parcel 3. Preferred density: 
10–12 du/acre. 

• Horizontal mixed-use warrants further study. Developers viewed mandated retail as 
a feasibility obstacle given parking constraints and limited foot traffic. 

• Clear RFP terms on land conveyance, entitlement, available City funding, and 
preferred development types are essential to attract the strongest interest. 

Request for Feedback 

Staff requests Subcommittee feedback on these findings and recommendations before 
finalizing and issuing the RFP. 

Attachment: BAE Bliss Avenue Market Sounding Memorandum (June 8, 2026) 
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Memorandum 
 
 
To: John Funderburg, Assistant Director of Community and Economic Development, City 

of Pittsburg 
 Maurice Brenyah-Addow, Senior Planner, City of Pittsburg 
 
From: David Shiver, Principal 
 Olivia El-Sadr Davis, Senior Associate 
 
Date: June 8, 2026 
 
Re: Task 3; Subtask 3.1 – Market Sounding and Draft Memorandum 
 

Introduction 
The City of Pittsburg (“City”) and Aaron Welch Planning (“AWP”) engaged BAE Urban 
Economics, Inc. (“BAE”) to conduct developer market sounding for new development on three 
City-owned sites (“Project Sites”).  The purpose of this market sounding is to understand the 
market viability of several residential and commercial product types on the three Bliss 
Avenue properties in advance of the anticipated issuance of a new Request for Proposals 
(“RFP”) later this year.   
 
To conduct Subtask 3.1, BAE prepared an outreach list of potential developers active in Contra 
Costa County and elsewhere in the Bay Area with input from City staff.   
BAE then prepared an interview guide to test for overall interest in the Project Sites and 
specific interest in different residential product types.  The findings presented in this 
memorandum summarize the information collected from those interviews and offer BAE’s 
overall assessment of the degree of developer interest in a future RFP for the Project Sites. 
 

Developer Outreach, Interviews, and Overall Interest 
As of the writing of this memorandum, BAE identified and contacted 27 developers as part of 
this market sounding effort.  BAE has completed interviews with representatives from 10 
organizations, as described below.  The interviews have encompassed a range of developer 
types, including national and local for-sale homebuilders, market-rate and affordable rental 
developers, and attainable housing specialists: 
 

• Novin Development, a Walnut Creek-based multifamily residential developer. 
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• Seeno Homes, a Concord-based residential developer with extensive experience in 
Pittsburg (associated with Sierra Pacific Properties, below). 

• Sierra Pacific Properties, a Concord-based commercial and residential developer 
and property manager (associated with Seeno Homes, above). 

• DR Horton, a national homebuilder.  BAE spoke with its Bay Area-based team. 
• Tri Pointe Homes, a national homebuilder.  BAE spoke with its Bay Area-based team. 
• Christopher Realty Group, a Bay Area-based development advisory firm. 
• Affirmed Housing, a San Diego-based affordable housing developer.  BAE spoke with 

Affirmed’s Northern California-based team. 
• East Bay Asian Local Development Corporation (EBALDC), an Oakland-based 

affordable housing developer.  
• Villa Homes, a new offsite construction and development company based in San 

Francisco.   
• Northern California Land Trust, a Berkeley-based land trust focused on affordable 

homeownership and community ownership. 
 
All but one developer interviewed indicated they would be interested in receiving an RFP for 
the Project Sites.  Overall interest level varied by developer and product specialty, with some 
conditions as described in the Product Types section below.  It should be noted that none of 
the developers interviewed recalled having seen the 2024 RFP; BAE will provide the City with 
company and staff contact information so these companies can be on the City’s RFP 
distribution list. 
 

Product Types 

Market Rate Multifamily Rentals 
Developer feedback uniformly indicated that market rate apartments are considered 
infeasible on the Bliss Avenue sites at this point in the market cycle, as rents in Pittsburg are 
not sufficient to cover increasing construction costs.  Cities throughout the Bay Area and 
California as a whole are facing similar challenges, even in rental markets that command 
higher rent prices.  This feedback is consistent with the findings of the 2025 Market Study and 
Development Strategy.  
 
One developer familiar with the Pittsburg development landscape indicated that they 
believed market rate rentals may be feasible within the next five years, though at a lower 
density than allowed under the Railroad Avenue Specific Plan (35-65 du/acre for TOD-H).   
The developer described that two- or three-story stick-built construction with surface parking 
would be the first market-rate rental product type to recover, due to its lower construction 
costs per square foot.  
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Townhomes 
Several developers expressed possible interest in pursuing townhomes on Parcel 3, with some 
concerns over the parcel size and buildable density.  At a density of 20 du/acre, the 
development yield on the 1.86-acre Parcel 3 would be approximately 38 townhomes. One 
developer indicated that 40 units is the minimum project size that they would consider, while 
others suggested that the yield may be too low for institutional investors.  Several developers 
described that projects of this size are viable in markets with higher sales prices, like those in 
Silicon Valley, but may be challenging in a lower cost market. 
 
Additionally, developers indicated that a density of 20 du/acre is at the highest end of 
townhome projects.  Developments at this density are typically three-story attached 
townhomes, which are more expensive to build on a per square foot basis and can lead to 
increased insurance costs for builders.  Most developers expressed interest in a density of 12 
to 18 du/acre, with two-story detached homes that are alley-loaded.  At the preferred density, 
the development yield on Parcel 3 would be 22 to 34 residential units.   
 
One developer expressed that while Parcel 3 alone would likely be too small for an 
entitlement project, they would consider pursuing the project if all three parcels were 
available for development at townhome density.  
 
Affordable and Workforce Rental Housing 
Traditional affordable housing was seen as the most likely viable product type for Parcels 1 
and 2 of the Project Sites, with several conditions.  Two of the affordable housing developers 
interviewed emphasized that the most important checklist item when pursuing a project was 
land and/or monetary contributions from the sponsoring city/agency.  In addition to free or 
subsidized land, the developers highlighted that pre-development funding, rental subsidy 
vouchers, and other sources of committed funding would increase the attractiveness of 
development on each of the three sites. 
 
Two of the affordable housing developers noted that the TOD-H development density 
requirements under the RASP could present a feasibility challenge, as it would require podium 
parking which is significantly more expensive to construct than surface or tuck under parking.  
One developer said that a development with podium parking would likely cost over $800,000 
per unit to build, while a lower-density development (three stories, wood construction) with 
surface parking would be closer to $450,000 per unit.  However, one developer expressed that 
they believe the development would work best at TOD-H levels and podium parking, allowing 
the developer to achieve economies of scale and lowering the cost-per-unit. 
 
One developer who works on both market-rate and affordable/workforce projects suggested 
a different approach to development, which layers both federal Low Income Housing Tax 
Credit (LIHTC) funding and funding from the Mixed-Income Program (MIP) through the 
California Housing Finance Authority (CalHFA).   Using the MIP funding, a portion of the units 
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would be designated for Moderate Income households (earning 80 to 120 percent of the Area 
Median Income).  In a lower-cost market such as Pittsburg, these Moderate-Income units are 
essentially equivalent to market-rate units.  The developer noted a recent past success with 
this approach in Santa Cruz County.  However, as with most State funding sources, securing 
MIP funding can be a very competitive process.  
 
The developers indicated that the sites could be well suited for affordable housing due to the 
proximity to transit, schools, grocery stores, and more, which are important for getting highly 
competitive State funding sources.  The Project Sites are also in a Qualified Census Tract 
(QCT), which gives developers a 30 percent boost in a project’s “eligible basis” and allows for 
developers to receive more LIHTC funding.  The developers suggested highlighting all of the 
site amenities that are relevant to affordable housing funding in the RFP.  
 
For-Sale Attainable Housing 
Several developers pointed to attainable for sale housing as a viable product for the Project 
Sites, specifically for Parcel 3.  One developer, Villa Homes, is using factory-built homes on 
permanent foundations to create affordable but not deed-restricted homeownership 
opportunities.  These homes can be constructed at lower per-foot cost than conventional 
stick-built homes and allow for equity-building homeownership.  Villa Homes expressed 
interest in working with the City but indicated that their preferred density for development 
would be approximately 10 to 12 du/acre with detached units.  Villa Homes is currently 
developing a similar community in Santa Rosa, with sale prices starting in the mid-
$700,000s1.   
 
Additionally, several developers suggested that Habitat for Humanity East Bay/Silicon Valley 
would be an ideal development partner for attainable for-sale housing products.  Habitat for 
Humanity operates a “Community-Centered Contracting” program, which works with other 
development organizations and volunteers to construct projects that range from single 
homes to multifamily developments.  (BAE reached out to Habitat for Humanity East 
Bay/Silicon Valley as a part of this market sounding effort but did not receive a response as of 
the data of this memorandum.) 
 
Retail and Mixed-Use 
Developers across product types recommended removing or reducing the minimum 
ground-floor commercial requirements for development.  A discussion of horizontal mixed-
use is important and should be explored prior to issuance of the RFP. As mentioned by the 
developers mandated retail was viewed as a feasibility obstacle given parking constraints 
and limited foot traffic at the site, with several developers noting challenges in leasing ground 

 
1 Villa Homes desired density may be too low for the Project Sites but the City could identify 
other options in Pittsburg that would be more appropriate for this developer. 
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floor retail in previous development projects.  One developer noted that any revenues from 
commercial space were completely written off by lenders, who assume that spaces will be 
challenging to fill. 
 
Separately, one developer familiar with Pittsburg expressed that Parcels 1 and 2 may be 
attractive for additional retail development that complements the shopping center across 
Railroad Avenue and would be consistent with the existing neighborhood character.  
However, the developer indicated that they believe that the two parcels are likely too small for 
a horizontal mixed-use development that includes residential2.  
 

Additional Feedback 

Land Conveyance Structure 
Developers expressed that clarity on the preferred land conveyance structure is necessary in 
the RFP.  Traditional homebuilders would prefer a fee-simple sale, while affordable housing 
developers would prefer a land contribution or discounted ground lease to aid in achieving 
project feasibility.  
 
Streamlined Entitlement Process 
Affordable housing developers noted the importance of streamlined review and entitlement 
processes.  Tax credit financing structures operate on fixed application cycles, and the 
developers expressed that lengthy discretionary review processes can cause financing 
commitments to expire and significantly extend project timelines.  The RFP should highlight 
any by-right or streamlined approval pathways available for the Project Sites. 
 
Prevailing Wage 
Prevailing wage was identified as a central feasibility question for affordable housing 
development.  If a land contribution from the City triggers prevailing wage, one developer 
indicated hard construction costs could increase by approximately 30 percent.  A seller 
carryback note structure (loan rather than grant) was suggested as an approach that may 
avoid triggering prevailing wage.   
 
Vouchers 
Vouchers were raised by multiple affordable housing developers as an important resource. 
One developer noted that up to eight HUD vouchers could be used to cover extremely low-
income (ELI) units, but that exceeding 8 triggers Davis-Bacon prevailing wage requirements 
project-wide.  Another noted that 50 to 100 vouchers would be on their wish list for a project 
at this site.  Affordable senior housing was noted as particularly difficult without local voucher 

 
2 It should be noted that City staff have determined that these two parcels could support a 
horizontal mixed-use development. 
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support.  The City should confirm voucher availability and quantity with the Pittsburg Housing 
Authority. 
 
Attached vs. Detached Single-Family Homes 
While attached single-family homes (townhomes) allow for achieving higher project density 
on a given site, several of the traditional homebuilders expressed a strong preference for 
detached but dense single-family homes.  One homebuilder noted that the attached single-
family homes require a warranty of insurance3 between three and six percent, while 
detached single-family homes require only 0.2 percent warranty of insurance.  The 
homebuilder also described building attached single-family homes requires more upfront 
capital investment, as they would need to build all the attached units before being able to 
sell the first one.   
 
Flexible Development Standards 
While developers appreciated the RFP’s flexible approach of being able to propose on just 
one or two of the three Project Site parcels, one developer suggested that the RFP should 
clearly state the City’s preferred development type for each parcel to avoid confusion and 
wasted time.  Other developers emphasized that the changes to the development standards 
should be clearly highlighted in the RFP to attract interest.  
 

Key Findings  
The market sounding conversations conducted to date indicate that there may be a viable 
path forward for development of the Bliss Avenue Project Sites, but that the product types 
and deal structure must be calibrated to what the market can actually support in Pittsburg 
today.  The following summarizes BAE’s key findings and recommendations based on the 
interviews completed. 
 

• Market-Rate Multifamily Rental development is most likely infeasible on the Project 
Sites at this point in the market cycle.   
 

• Townhomes may be viable on Parcel 3, though some developers expressed that the 
combination of a smaller site size and lower achievable sale prices could present a 
challenge in attracting institutional investors.  Developers also indicated that their 
preferred density was 12 to 18 du/acre, with detached rather than attached units.  
 

• Affordable and workforce Housing is seen as the most viable product type, particularly 
for Parcels 1 and 2.   However, affordable housing developers underscored the 
importance of land and/or monetary contributions from the City to achieve feasibility.  
Developers also indicated that their preferred development density was below TOD-H 

 
3 A “warranty of insurance” or “builder’s warranty insurance” refers to a, typically, 10-year, third-party 
insurance policy that covers major structural defects in a newly constructed home. 
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(35 to 65 du/acre), and that they would prefer surface parking to lower total 
construction costs. 
 

• For-sale attainable housing was highlighted as a strong opportunity for Parcel 3.  This 
product type could be achieved through working with non-profit developers like 
Habitat for Humanity or a community land trust, or through modular and pre-
fabricated construction.  However, developers indicated a preference for a density of 
10 to 12 du/acre for this product type.  
 

• The City should explore and indicate in greater depth the viability of horizontal mixed-
use prior to issuance of the RFP.  As mentioned by developers mandated retail was 
viewed as a feasibility obstacle given parking constraints and limited foot traffic at the 
site, with several developers noting challenges in leasing ground floor retail in previous 
development projects.   
 

• Developers emphasized that clarity in the RFP regarding land conveyance, the 
entitlement process, any available City funding, and development type preferences is 
essential for attracting the most development interest.  
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