
author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 

REPORTER ANALYSIS

SCENE CHANGER:
The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 
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ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 

REPORTER ANALYSIS

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

5

Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 
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ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 

REPORTER ANALYSIS

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley 8

Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’

I

7

By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 

REPORTER ANALYSIS

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”

REPORTER ANALYSIS
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley3

6

author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’

I
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 
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ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 

SCENE CHANGER             The Story of 1stACT Silicon Valley

   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”

REPORTER ANALYSIS
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 
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ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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author of The Next American Metropolis and The Regional City. 
And getting the big things right: A city must have “a healthy 
balance of uses,” such as shops, housing, jobs and a diverse 
population. It needs “places that attend to pedestrians” and 
sidewalks big enough for cafes. Place making, he said, includes 
“catalytic institutions,” such as art museums and performing arts 
districts “sitting on top of a healthy framework. If you don’t get the 
framework right,” he said, “it doesn’t matter how much you put on 
top. It won’t work.  
 “Much of San Jose’s downtown has the right stuff,” Calthorpe 
said. “It may be it just needs to get kicked to the next level.”  
 It’s an audacious task, amounting to changing both appear-
ance and perceptions. Leading the charge, beginning as early as 
2003, has been Martinez, previously planning director for the 
community of Mountain View and executive director of the 
Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose, where she took an 
organization run like a family and imbued it with structure, 
greater meaning and respect. For years, she has also been a 
member of the American Leadership Forum, a chummy brother-
hood of Silicon Valley people in high places.    
 Harnessing longtime friendships and alliances, Martinez has 
at her side the sovereigns of Silicon Valley: leaders of Adobe, 
Cisco Systems and Applied Materials, (although not the rock 
stars of Google or Apple), all of whom share her desire to add 
texture to the physical and cultural landscape.   
 To push the agenda, in the summer of 2006, Martinez enlisted 
then Knight Ridder CEO Tony Ridder and Adobe’s Chizen to 
accompany her to what would be prescient meetings with San 
Jose’s mayoral candidates, seeking their support for a vibrant 

Bruce Chizen, former CEO of Abobe Systems and 1stACT’s 
chairman emeritus, sees an economic upside to 1stACT’s 
agenda. Silicon Valley needs a vibrant urban core and lots of 
cultural stimuli to retain its world-class work force, he says.

new vision for downtown. It worked.     
 In January, 2007, when San Jose Mayor Chuck Reed gave his 
inaugural address, he spoke these simple words:   
 A great city has a great downtown that is economically strong 
and vibrant with arts, culture and entertainment.   
 And he made Martinez the master of ceremonies.   
 The city manager and the city council endorsed 1stACT’s 
concepts. The redevelopment agency earmarked $5 million for 
1stACT’s strategies to improve downtown. Martinez was on a roll.  
 But civic messages don’t always wash over every bureaucrat’s 
cubicle. Knowing that, Martinez & Company spent months going 
door to door to 87 organizations and 3,000 people, from neigh-
borhood groups to the chamber of commerce, peddling their 
vision for downtown.  
 Until 1stACT came along, “we were whirling around, bouncing 
from tactic to tactic,” said Scott Knies, executive director of the 
San Jose Downtown Association, one of 1stACT’s most vocal 
allies. 1stACT, he said, pulled them out of “the weeds” and made 
them look “at the 10,000-foot view.”     
 That view: Silicon Valley needs a creative urban center, a 
physical manifestation of its innovation and creativity,” he said.  
 In October 2007, Martinez and 1stACT received a three-year, 
$3.5 million matching grant from Knight Foundation to support 
their efforts. “Based on a 2009 national study we commissioned 
from Gallup, called Soul of the Community, we know that people 
feel more attached to a place that is physically beautiful, has 
opportunities for socializing and is open to a diverse range of 
people,” said Paula Ellis, Knight Foundation’s vice president for 
strategic initiatives. “We want to help make San Jose a destina-
tion for people to live, work and play.” 
 The grant spelled out Martinez’s plan to find another $3.5 
million in cash, nurture emerging multicultural arts leaders, 
increase financial support for arts and culture and “transform San 
Jose’s cityscape to an active network of public spaces with a 
sense of arrival and destination.” 1stACT told Knight the 
initiatives would raise community self-esteem, foster cultural 
connections, enhance livability and help Silicon Valley lure and 
retain “the world’s most creative people.”    
 1stACT’s objectives, even in good times, sounded to some 
observers as more aspirational than doable.    
 “1stACT was launching its canoe into an incoming tsunami, 
the worst recession in three-quarters of a century,” said city 
council member Liccardo.      
 The anticipated millions did not flow. Local foundations were 
more inclined to keep alive current initiatives than to fund new 
ones, and “they wanted to see traction,” Chizen said. Although 
the Knight grant required 1stACT to find matching funds, Marti-
nez took a longer view: “We were not ready until we created the 
ideas worth investing in.”   
 1stACT was able to raise $795,000 in cash from private 
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A pedestrian walks by a sign in the SoFA district, a once bleak stretch of downtown San Jose recently renovated with funding from 
1stACT Silicon Valley and the San Jose Redevelopment Agency. It’s a brighter, livelier and more pedestrian-friendly place that 
draws café crowds and gallery hoppers. But it’s still emerging as a viable arts and entertainment district.

Analysis by Carol Pogash  •  Photographs by Kim Komenich

hey set out to create a sense of place in a major Ameri-
can city that lacks a soul. Civic leaders in San Jose, 
Calif., observed the chasm between the geniuses of 
Silicon Valley and “the flatness of how we look and feel,” 

as one described it, and were convinced they could change it.  
 Their vehicle: 1stACT Silicon Valley, initially a network of 
volunteers directed by the charismatic Connie Martinez and later 
backed by funds from the John S. and James L. Knight Founda-
tion. With support from several of the Valley’s high-tech leaders, 
1stACT re-imagined San Jose as a vibrant urban center and 
cultural magnet.       
 “The way things happen in this valley is through networks,” 
said Martinez, a longtime civic player, describing her approach. 
“We’re very Web-like.” That works to her advantage because 
Martinez is as connected as an adolescent on Facebook.  
 Along with her supporters, 1stACT chiseled a bold vision into 
its strategic plan: make San Jose a destination with a cultural 
identity “equal to the richness of our diversity and global leader-
ship in technology and innovation.”     

 Nearly three years later, true to its name, 1stACT is just 
mounting its production, nowhere near reaching its aspirational 
destination. Despite absorbing the wallop of the global 
economic crisis, Martinez and her staff of charming go-getters 
entered the trenches, renovating a bleak downtown neighbor-
hood known as South of First Area in a pilot project for other 
districts to emulate. Or not.     
 With twinkling lights and blooming geraniums, SoFA looks a 
lot better, and artsy crowds gather there for special events. But 
the rest of the time it’s mostly an empty place. During the day, 
“you could shoot a cannonball down the street and not hit 
anyone,” said one city councilman. Supporters say this will 
change with the economy, but critics say there was too much 
emphasis on making cosmetic improvements and not enough 
on luring anchor tenants. “Tarting up a place,” one civic leader 
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Workers install sidewalk extensions to create space for planters 
and outdoor cafés. Bringing people outside and creating places 
for them to connect are among the design principles 1stACT 
advocates for downtown San Jose.

Caffe Trieste, one of San Francisco’s most venerable restau-
rants, added an outdoor café to its SoFA location after 1stACT 
spruced up the area.

sources and $1.2 million in cash from the redevelopment agency. 
It met the rest of its fund-raising obligation to Knight by substitut-
ing in-kind services worth approximately $1.6 million.

SCENE TWO       
 1stACT’s signature project is South of First Area (SoFA) in 
downtown San Jose, a scruffy stretch of art galleries, restau-
rants, nightclubs and vacant storefronts. It was designed to 
demonstrate 1stACT’s core principles: creating a destination, 
showcasing Silicon Valley innovation and diversity and making 
streets pedestrian friendly. It’s where, Martinez says, “we got our 
hands dirty.” And if it worked, she imagined, “it would spill over 
into new ways of looking at the rest of downtown.”   
 It is 1stACT’s most ambitious project, with $1.7 million in 
private and public money spent so far.    
 Initially, locals “were cynical,” said Ben Soriano, who owns 
South First Billiards in SoFA, which doubles as an art gallery. 
1stACT’s “optimism and positive attitude,” he said, “was a huge 
change for us.”       
 With $275,00 of its Knight money, 1stACT brought in Ken Kay, 
a San Francisco urban designer and landscape architect, who 
listened to people’s desires and developed plans to narrow 
streets, widen sidewalks for cafés and add planters, flowers, 
festoon lighting, bike racks, banners and a gateway to mark the 
entrance of SoFA. Kay called it a “paradigm shift” that took three 
years to negotiate “and three weeks to build.”   
 Widening sidewalks required buy-in from the transportation, 
fire, planning and cultural affairs departments. Before wrapping 
tiny lights around palm trees, 1stACT staff needed to find a 
power source, resolve the payment structure for electricity and 
win approval from the department of transportation. When Erika 
Justis, 1stACT’s director of Creative Place, wanted to add plants, 
officials warned that homeless people would throw up on them.  

 “I don't think we quite knew what we were getting into,” Justis 
said. “I don't think we understood how many people had to be 
involved [and] how much time it would take to get all those 
people on board.”       
 Along the way, 1stACT began chipping away at the city’s mind-
set and changing its laws. 1stACT’s staff attacked obstructionist 
ordinances that made it illegal for coffee carts to be on the street 
before 10 a.m. or for street vendors to cluster. When they 
encountered a byzantine process for granting outdoor café 
permits, 1stACT set about untangling it. With city strategist Kim 
Walesh, who says she has the wounds to prove it, they cut the 
police department out of the mix and simplified procedures. The 
redevelopment agency assigned a staffer to hold the hand of 
merchants seeking outdoor café permits.    
 “1stACT galvanized the politicians to say ‘clean up the rules so 
an average human being can expect to [acquire an outdoor café 
permit] in a lifetime,’” said Bill Ekern, the redevelopment 
agency’s director of project management.

SCENE THREE       
 By June 2009, SoFA looked a lot better. On weekends, neigh-
borhood restaurants Caffe Trieste and Original Joe’s now bustle 
with customers who sit al fresco on new sidewalk extensions. 
And The Agenda Restaurant (with an excellent but oxymoronic 
menu of healthy Southern cooking) is doing something innova-
tive: it’s open for lunch.    
 One night a month, on South First Friday, SoFA comes alive 
with gallery crawlers. A man wearing spats cycles around on an 
antique bike, a transvestite discos on a platform inside an art 
studio. Opera lovers attend Puccini’s La Rondine, while across 
the way a karaoke ice cream truck lures sweet-toothed singers.  
 Gallery owner Brian Eder, who started South First Friday in 2000, 
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Bicyclists dance to the tunes of a live band before their monthly 
Bicycle Party, recently held for the first time in SoFA.

said 1stACT helped the monthly event expand into the street.  
 “I’ve been here since 1972,” he said, and until recently “no one 
was talking about the art scene here. In the last three to five 
years people sense something different is going on. I believe 
1stACT is part of that.”      
 With $100,000, 1stACT solicited bids and is funding 14 
mini-projects in SoFA, such as a bike party-band meet-up held 
one night in May, four youth performances in a pocket park, and 
a DIY techno art festival held in June.    
 Martinez and her staff point to new shops that have gone into 
SoFA, including studios for yoga, ceramics, art glass and the martial 
arts, along with offices for cultural institutions. But as Veronica Cruz, 
the owner of the new yoga studio explained, the street improve-
ments didn’t lure her or her customers. However, the French laven-
der in the oversize vases in front of her store “is very pleasant” and 
“makes it easy for people to come back,” she said.   
 Echoing her view, Steve Borkenhagen, owner of Eulipia 
Restaurant and Bar in SoFA, says, “I’m not sure it brought us 
new customers, but it made the neighborhood better.” As 
manager of another up and coming area, San Pedro Square, he 
said that “at some point” he might want to replicate some of what 
1stACT and the redevelopment agency have done.   
 Martinez says SoFA demonstrates the difference that “small 
wonders” can make. Others suggest it demonstrates their limita-
tions. Storefronts are still vacant, and while landlords have been 
persuaded to put paintings in them, they have failed to wash 
filthy windows.   
 The anticipated crowds haven’t materialized except during 
special events, which are often funded by 1stACT.   
 “I would have been happy to have something less attractive,” 
Liccardo said, if Martinez and 1stACT had focused on bringing in 
“creative businesses.”      
 “You think you put the pieces in place and people will come,” 

said the redevelopment agency's Ekern. “It’s a much longer slog 
for getting people there. It’s a larger task than 1stACT thought it 
would be.”       
 “They discovered,” he said, “that some things are inert.”  
 Critics argue that the redesign of SoFA is too suburban, failing 
to reflect the area’s uniquely techie and edgy culture.   
 “They had a huge opportunity there to do something different, 
but settled for a generic streetscape,” said Joel Slayton, an artist, 
researcher and the brains behind San Jose’s international 
techno-art show known as Zer01. Still, he added: “Doing some-
thing is better than nothing.”  
 He wished 1stACT and the redevelopment agency had 
focused less on street decoration and more on providing incen-
tives for new businesses to move in and provide an identity. 
SoFA, he said, would be enriched by shops that sell recycled 
products, a software company and, say, fashion designers. “Give 
it character,” he said. “Then let it grow.”    
 What’s missing from SoFA is “an economic driver,” said Denny 
Abrams, a SoFA consultant who turned Fourth Street in Berkeley 
into a destination of unique boutiques and restaurants. He 
blames much of SoFA’s troubles on a recalcitrant landlord’s 
refusal to divide vacant buildings into retail-friendly spaces.  
 Calthorpe, the nationally recognized urban planning expert, 
sees another problem: It might be difficult for San Jose to build 
traction around the idea that it’s the heart and soul of Silicon 
Valley. Stanford University, he said, was and is, though he said 
“the place-making idea is right on target.”    
 Martinez says 1stACT isn't finished in SoFA, though there have 
been no new physical developments in a year. The economy, she 
says, hampered everything. For example, a new luxury apartment 
building in the shadows of SoFA, which would have brought 
hundreds of consumers into the area, remains vacant.   
 Finishing planned improvements, such as a renovated park, and 
continuing the funding of arts events will at some point become a 
“tipping point” that turns the place into a destination, she says.

SCENE FOUR       
 As SoFA evolves, Martinez is unbowed, convinced 1stACT 
can be the civic catalyst for urban and cultural improvements. 
Progress includes:      
 • Graduating two dozen multicultural arts leaders from an 
annual training program that teaches grant-writing and 
community-building skills and introduces them to national arts 
and corporate leaders. The goal: change the complexion of 
Silicon Valley arts leadership.    
 • Financing research showing Silicon Valley is a land of 
“wealthy geeks and immigrants” who value art that is “acces-
sible, diverse, innovative and participatory.” Martinez explained, 
“We are a scrappy start-up culture. We might be a CEO by day 
and play in a band at night. You can’t rally around opera and 
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Transforming Three Blocks of
THE SoFA DISTRICT

• Number of sidewalk extensions: 3
• Number in use by three restaurants: 1 (other restaurants 
have applied for permits)
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $300,000 (not including street realignment)

EXTENDED SIDEWALKS LIGHTED TREES AND STREETS

• Number of palm trees wrapped: 18
• Number of strands of festoon lighting: 12
• Cost : $7,000

SoFA has long had a
rowdy nightclub scene but
could use more grownups
visiting shops and
restaurants. Lights strung
across the street and
wrapped around palm
trees infused the street
with an inviting
atmosphere.

• Number of planters: 97
• Number of plants: 330
• Number of weeks for installation: 3
• Cost: $159,000

Nothing tames concrete 
like blossoms. Until 
1stACT pushed, San Jose 
never had flowers down- 
town. Now rosemary, 
lavender, geraniums, 
black bamboo, hebe and 
salvia pour from boxes 
and oversized vases.

With the local redevelopment agency, 1stACT chose a bleak stretch of three blocks in downtown San Jose to show how “small 
wonders” such as wider sidewalks, lights and flowers could create an urban gathering place. They added these amenities and 
events before the economy chilled progress. Only one block got everything, and plans for a renovated park are on hold. The 

place looks a lot better, and lively crowds gather for gallery hops and special events, but not so much during the day.

SOURCES: 1stACT Silicon Valley, The San Jose Redevelopment Agency

Workers widened
sidewalks, which
encouraged restaura-
teurs to serve customers
outdoors. That helps the
rest of the street,
because a cappuccino
crowd creates bustle,
excitement and  a rich 
street life.

You want a sense of 
place? Give an artist 
some paint. There are 
two murals on building 
walls and a third to 
come. SoFA stakehold-
ers made the selections.

• Number of weeks it 
took to install: 7-8
• Cost: $50,000

Cars and pedestrians don’t 
mix. Switching from 
parallel to diagonal parking 
narrowed the roadway, 
and made drivers slow 
down. Now the street is 
more pedestrian friendly.

• Number of workers to 
move parking meters 
and paint roadway: 4
• Cost: $3,000

With seed money, 1stACT 
lured events to SoFA 
including: 
• SubZERO, an annual 
DIY festival mixing art, 
tech and music
• Left Coast Live, a 
downtown local band 
festival
• A performance of  the 
famed San Jose Jazz Festival
• San Jose Bike Party , a monthly 
gathering before a bike ride, which 

1 2

ADDED FLOWERS AND PLANTERS5

NARROWED STREETSPAINTED MURALS 43

ADDED EVENTS6

for the first time, was located in SoFA. 
Left Coast Live supplied the music. 
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   The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation commissions 
independent journalists to write occasional articles reviewing 
its grant making and program strategies. Veteran reporters 
examine grant documents, conduct interviews and offer their 
perspective on the lessons learned and impact of Knight-
supported projects in stories published online and in print. 
This initiative, known as the Reporter Analysis Series, began 
in 2006.
   This report was authored by Carol Pogash, a New York 
Times correspondent, book author and former reporter for 
the San Francisco Examiner. Pulitzer Prize winning photog-
rapher Kim Komenich, who teaches multimedia at San Jose 
State University, produced the photography and video. The 
package was designed by Hiram Henriquez of H2H Graph-
ics & Design and former Miami Herald graphics editor.
   The series is edited by Judy J. Miller, who oversaw Pulitzer 
Prize winning coverage while managing editor of The Miami 
Herald. She is former president of Investigative Reporters 
and Editors.
   For more information about the series, please visit 
www.knightfoundation.org 

ABOUT THIS SERIESUnderstanding the Valley:
Some Surprises About
Its ‘Geeks and Immigrants’

I
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By Carol Pogash
ts mission was to strengthen the arts in Silicon Valley, but 
1stACT first needed to understand its audience and the poten-
tial sources of financial support, says CEO Connie Martinez. 

So the nonprofit funded research that found some obvious truths 
about Silicon Valley: it’s a region of “geeks and immigrants” unlike 
any other. And some not so obvious truths: its citizens are gener-
ous, but they give their money globally, not locally. 
 Martinez says she knew going in that raising money from 
wealthy Silicon Valley “was a chasm to cross. I don’t think we 
knew how huge or how strong the philanthropic force outside the 
region was,” she said. “So we did the research. We know who we 
are. We know what our economic system looks like. We know 

what our strengths are. We have 
data so we can have a conversa-
tion about this.”
     Findings include:
    • Silicon Valley is populated by 
educated, rich and diverse 
residents. Forty-three percent of 
its citizens hold college degrees or 
higher as compared to 27 percent 
nationwide. Silicon Valley’s median 
income is $82,481, nearly three 

times that of Miami at $28,009. Silicon Valley has more than twice 
the number foreign-born residents, at 36 percent, than cities such 
as Minneapolis with 15.3 percent.
 • Not surprisingly, Silicon Valley has twice the number of 
high-tech workers than any other major metro community in 
United States.
 • Its population is not concentrated in the city of San Jose, 
but spread out in the suburbs. 
 • Its ethnic population is prosperous and part of the civic 
leadership of the region.
 • Silicon Valley has approximately 650 nonprofit arts and 
culture organizations, most of which are small, younger and 
scraping by with volunteers. Some 70 percent have budgets 
under $50,000. Less than 10 percent have budgets above 
$500,000. There is only one big-budget nonprofit — San Jose 
Tech Museum of Innovation with $10 million — compared to other 
big cities such as New York, Los Angeles and San Francisco, 
which have opera, ballet and museums with big budgets. 

 • Despite the wealth and education in the region, residents do 
not consider arts and culture a basic need. Arts groups receive 14 
percent of their revenue from individual donations, as compared 
to 31 percent nationwide. 
 • Of the philanthropic funds that stay in Silicon Valley only 9 
percent are invested in arts and culture, placing it below Minne-
apolis, San Francisco, Pittsburgh and Portland.
 • The tech elite of the Valley give globally, not locally. Ninety 
percent of major Silicon Valley foundation money, 80 percent of 
corporate giving and 70 percent of community-foundation money 
leaves the region. There are exceptions such as the David and 
Lucille Packard Foundation which gives locally to the arts. 
 Martinez knows “data is not enough. You have to have a compel-
ling vision to invest in.” So 1stACT gathered civic and arts leaders to 
agree on several big projects they think will resonate with the 
Valley’s diverse, tech-oriented and family-focused residents — and 
attract philanthropy (see Creative Agenda graphic).
 If 1stACT can “move the philanthropic needle 10 points in 
Silicon Valley, we would be talking about anything between $125 
million and $200 million a year,” she said. Much of the funds 
would go for education- and poverty-related causes, but a portion 
would be set aside for Silicon Valley arts and culture. 

“There isn’t an 
industry leader or a 
foundation leader in 
this valley who will 
enter into a conver-
sation without data.”

– Connie Martinez
1stACT CEO 
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THE CHALLENGE
    Silicon Valley’s tech economy has brought high-paying 
jobs and suburban growth, but its workers are connected 
by what they do, not by shared arts and culture or a 
sense of place. The region lacks an urban core, with a 
thriving arts and cultural scene, street life and public 
amenities. San Jose, though the nation’s 10th largest 
city, lacks a vibrant downtown.

    • Short-term: 1stACT’s plans were grandiose and its 
projects, begun in 2007, were hurt by the economic meltdown 
and slow private fund raising. There are visible signs of 
change: “small wonders” like flower planters, festoon lighting 
and murals in SoFA, but some buildings remain vacant, and 
the crowds mostly show for special events.

    • Intermediate: Promised marketing and fund-raising 
campaigns are yet to launch, though solid plans are in 
place. Most notably, 1stACT has successfully confronted 
and changed city ordinances that obstructed crowd-
pleasing public gathering places. Its cultivation of young, 
ethnic arts leaders will very likely pay off in time.

    • Long-term: 1stACT is a long way from creating a 
sense of place and cultural identify for Silicon Valley. The 
group has identified “big-ideas” projects it wants to develop 
with others such as downtown park improvements, iconic 
public art and a creative center for the arts, where cultural 
groups can share costs and concepts. Now donors need to 
get behind them.

    1stACT’s impact on public officials and civic-minded 
organizations appears significant and long term. It’s changed 
the way San Jose officials speak about their city. Now they 
talk about creating a sense of place. In the past, they didn’t.

THE INNOVATION
    With a $3.5 million, three-year matching grant from 
Knight Foundation in October 2007, 1stACT Silicon 
Valley hired staff to improve the appeal of downtown San 
Jose, raise money to invigorate and promote the arts 
and train multicultural arts leaders.
    Strategically, 1stACT set out to pursue “big deals” and 
“small wonders”, and chose a bleak, three-square-block 
area of San Jose known as SoFA (South of First Area) to 
demonstrate how to turn a struggling neighborhood into 
a public gathering place.

THE IMPACT

ANALYSIS HIGHLIGHTS
symphony. That would be DOA.”    
 • Providing seed funding, with guidance from the research, to 
“non-Eurocentric” arts and cultural programs such as an annual 
band festival and a biannual event mixing arts and technology.  
 • Forging agreements with dozens of community leaders to 
seek philanthropic support for several civic and cultural projects, 
such as a creative center for the arts, public arts projects and a 
grand downtown park with sculpture gardens. (See “Creative 
Agenda” graphic.)  
 Those agreements followed lots of groundwork. 1stACT spent its 
first two years doing what Martinez calls “sausage making”: 
researching the region, developing urban design concepts, engag-
ing the community and coming up with an agenda that 1stACT and 
its supporters believe will inspire participation and philanthropy.  
 Last October, Martinez invited 30 foundation, corporate and 
individual givers to a meeting at which they discussed those and 
other big ideas. Several of the organizations who attended the 
meeting, including the Packard Foundation, Deloitte, Bank of 
America and Target, are contributing to the early development of 
several projects.    
 “They’re looking for the brass ring of corporate sponsors,” said 
the redevelopment agency’s Ekern.     
 Though the Knight grant is for three years, Martinez says it will 
take five to 10 years for 1stACT to bring its projects along, then 
wrap them up  and turn the work over to others. Martinez says 
she wants to raise $25 million.     
 Whether she gets the money or not may depend on how 
donors view what 1stACT has done so far.    
 There's no doubt 1stACT has raised ambition in San Jose. 
Though the groups most tangible project in SoFA was relatively 
modest, the big shift has been in the attitude at City Hall, where 
officials “have started to see their role differently, through the lens 
of what 1stACT made possible,” Knies said.    
 The San Jose Downtown Association’s strategic plan now recog-
nizes downtown as a creative urban center. The redevelopment 
agency also adopted 1stACT’s views of downtown. Officials now 
routinely review projects with aesthetics and destinations in mind, 
Liccardo said. “But I can’t say we dropped everything to do those 
things,” he added. On most big projects, “we’re stuck in the mud.”  
 Liccardo credits 1stACT with removing bureaucratic hurdles 
for people who want to do something creative. “Internally there 
has been a raising of consciousness for the city to get out of the 
way,” he said.       
 Has 1stACT been able to create a sense of place? “No, not in 
the way I define sense of place,” said former board chair Chizen. 
“Have there been major improvements? Absolutely,” he said, 
pointing to SoFA, the change in ordinances and in attitude. “Is 
[Martinez] able to get the ball rolling on things? Yes. Are there 
things that would have happened anyway? Possibly. But not at 
the speed it happened.”
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BIGGEST OBSTACLE
“The global recession. It put a damper on things and 
people got scared. People turned to us and said, 
‘Help, help, help.’  Expectations went up and capacity 
to deliver fast went down.”

BIGGEST SURPRISE
“The politics on the street. In SoFA [where 1stACT 
with the redevelopment agency tried to transform 
three dreary blocks into a destination] people had 
strong personalities. There was infighting within SoFA 
and across sectors, and there were people who don’t 
get along with each other.”

LESSONS LEARNED
“The more you control, the less control you have.  
Collaborative leadership  is about inspiring people to 
act in concert with you. It has nothing to do with 
directing the outcome.”

said, isn’t the way to create a destination.    
 Beyond SoFA, 1stACT trained multicultural arts leaders and   
provided seed funding for live music and digital arts projects, 
offerings Martinez says resonate in Silicon Valley. Martinez says 
1stACT has also provided the impetus and garnered support 
from community leaders for several civic and cultural ideas, such 
as a creative center for the arts, iconic public art projects and a 
grand downtown park. Next, she plans to look for funding.  
 While 1stACT’s changes may not yet be all the group had 
envisioned, Martinez and company have changed the city's 
conversation about itself. Leaders now talk about developing San 
Jose as the region’s urban hub. City plans emphasize the impor-
tance of aesthetics and a sense of place. They didn't before.  
 And in Martinez, the community has gained a leader who’s 
corralling disparate civic groups, public officials and the philan-
thropic community to unite behind a common cause. “Connie is 
pushing people to think bigger or more creatively,” said Dan 
Fenton, CEO of the San Jose Visitors and Convention Bureau. 
“She’s saying, ‘Isn’t there a better way to differentiate us?’”

SCENE ONE       
 Only a few decades ago, San Jose was embroidered with plum 
and apricot orchards. Today it’s the 10th largest city in the nation, 
home to the NHL’s Sharks and southern anchor of the Bay Area. 
But San Jose’s small and soulless downtown pales in contrast to 
San Francisco, and few think of it as Silicon Valley’s urban core. For 
goat cheese salad, Monet and Manet, world-class opera and ballet, 
even for street cart  crème brûlée, locals drive north to San 
Francisco, the place they simply call “The City.”    
 The region’s world-class workers report to insular campuses in 
suburbs like Sunnyvale and Cupertino, connected by tech work and 
families, but not so much by a sense of place. Instead of a cluster of 
high-rises developing in downtown San Jose, the Valley became 
home to a “bunch of buildings with logos,” said Bruce Chizen, 
former CEO of Adobe and 1stACT chairman emeritus. Slow to 
develop in San Jose are the classic attractants of a big city: a 
thriving street life, arts and culture, great public spaces.   
 The gap between the talent pool and the city’s lackluster looks 
and offerings concerns local leaders. It’s enough to give a city an 
“inferiority complex,” said San Jose city councilman Sam Liccardo. 
 Worse, some leaders believe the gap between the creativity of 
the work force and the blandness of the landscape could have an 
economic impact.       
 “In order to be the best in the world, you have to have the best, 
brightest and most creative employees in the world,” Chizen 
said. “The only way that you are going to continue to attract and 
keep employees in the Valley is by having a great vibrant 
community with lots of [cultural] stimuli.”    
 But creating a sense of place is a large and complex undertak-
ing. “It’s about revitalizing neighborhoods,” said Peter Calthorpe, 
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Connie Martinez, CEO of 1stACT Silicon Valley, stands in front 
of one the murals her group commissioned. Next she wants to 
raise $25 million for projects that may include an urban park, 
public art, office-gallery space, children’s arts programs and a 
marketing campaign.
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    Buy and convert an
    abandoned packing plant 
into a home for theater and arts 
organizations to share space, 
business services and ideas.

Status: Encouraging. 1stACT has 
negotiated a hold on a proposed 
site. A dozen arts groups have 
expressed interest. Deloitte is 
conducting a pro bono business 
case analysis (valued at $180,000), 
figuring out what it would take to do 
the project and how much it could 
save. Its findings will determine how 
1stACT moves forward.

CREATIVE CENTER FOR THE ARTS

    Launch an annual 
    campaign to bring opera, art, 
dance and theater to all Silicon Valley 
kids. Since some local cultural 
institutions have children’s programs, 
1stACT CEO Connie Martinez says 
the plan is for “leveraging what we 
already have, but framing it in a way 
that will unleash investments.”

Status: First comes the bureaucracy. 
Four “leadership teams” are planning 
on “finishing their plans” and then 
fund raising.

CREATIVE TOTS, KIDS & TEENS

    Place iconic public 
    art downtown. Zer01, an 
organization 1stACT helped fund, 
produces a biannual digital arts 
show in downtown San Jose. 
Several iconic art works from each 
of the events would become 
permanent fixtures downtown.

Status: In gear. 1stACT staff and 
others are helping to select art for 
public display. They also want to 
change San Jose ordinances to 
make them more public-art friendly.

DESTINATION ART

    In the category of the 
    shoe repairman’s family has 
no shoes, the San Jose arts events 
website is unexciting and uninviting. 
1stACT is merging local sites, improving 
the look and feel and starting an 
appealing campaign (Discover the 
Unexpected) for the region’s arts, culture 
and entertainment events.

Status: It’s a start. The region  never 
had a unified message before. More 
than a dozen arts groups have signed 
on. More to come.

DISCOVER THE UNEXPECTED

    Think Central Park and 
    think long term. The 300-acre 
park in downtown San Jose would be 
re-envisioned as a grand urban park 
with sculpture gardens, bike trails and 
other amenities. 1stACT paid for 
designs.

Status: Future tense.1stACT is 
working on a study of best practices in 
“organizational support of parks.” It’s 
publicizing the issue and hoping 
foundations will see the value in a big, 
urban park. This is a 20-year project. 

GUADALUPE RIVER PARK

    A sense of place includes 
    sounds. 1stACT continues to 
provide seed money and advice for 
Left Coast Live, an annual celebra-
tion of local bands downtown which 
it hopes will foster year-round live 
music.

Status: 1stAct is leading the 
creation of a downtown music plan 
for San Jose, to be presented to the 
city council this fall.

LIVE MUSIC

First they brought “small wonders’’ to three blocks of downtown San Jose, improving aesthetics with festoon lighting, flowers, murals and 
space for sidewalk cafes. Now 1stACT is pushing “big ideas’’ — created with other civic and arts groups — to strengthen Silicon Valley 
arts and culture and create a sense of place. 1stACT would like to move forward with all six but that depends on the opening of wallets. 

“All are in play now,’’ said former Adobe CEO Bruce Chizen, emeritus chair of 1stACT, “but what will be, is still not clear.’’ 

A Creative Agenda for Silicon Valley 
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