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2014 Rent Stabilization Board Candidate 
Questionnaire 

 
Katherine Harr          
1206 Allston Way       (Council District 2) 
Berkeley – 94702       Years in Berkeley: 5 
I currently own a duplex and have renters in one unit, which is subject to the Ordinance.  
Occupations: Vice Chair, Berkeley Rent Stabilization Board; fundraising, conference planning, 
program, development and capacity-building assistance for nonprofits. 
 
1. Tell us something about yourself and why you have decided to consider running for Rent 
Stabilization Board Commissioner. 
 
I am proud of what the Rent Board has accomplished since I joined the team, but there are many 
important projects I am involved in now, and still more on my wish list. I want to continue the 
work. 
My interest in landlord-tenant matters began 15 years ago out of selfish circumstance: as rents 
around us continued to rise, each unit in our small building of longtime tenants was served with a 
huge rent increase. The rent was going to triple! Our building organized, defeated the illegal rent 
increases, and worked with the Building Inspectors to gain repair of longstanding defects which 
threatened our beautiful home. Once my home was stable, I chose to volunteer at the San 
Francisco Tenants Union, first as a tenants rights counselor, but soon I was training other 
counselors, putting on fundraising events, and presenting tenant workshops. From 2006 to 2010, I 
worked at SF’s Eviction Defense Collaborative. I later worked at the Tenderloin Housing 
Clinic running a rental assistance program, and then I moved into freelance employment to allow 
more time to focus on tenant issues here in Berkeley. 
In 2010, I was appointed by the Commissioners to the Rent Board. I was chosen for the 
convention slate later that year, and was selected by the voters to continue to serve. In December 
2012 and again in 2013, I was chosen by my fellow Commissioners as Vice-Chair.  
 
2. How much time are you able to devote as a Commissioner? Are your hours flexible? Can you 
attend meetings until as late as 11:00 pm? Can you attend a two-hour twice-a-month daytime 
meeting? 
I currently take a very active role as Vice-Chair of the Board. I spend about 40 hours a month on 
Board work, including serving on the 4x4, Budget and Personnel, and Waivers Committees; I 
have been the Chair of the Eviction/Section8/Foreclosure Committee for four years.  
 
Since being appointed to serve out Commissioner Harrison’s term in April 2010, I have made 
Board work the priority in my life. I pledge to continue to learn about what Berkeley folks need 
from the Board, and I promise to work as hard as I can to uphold the Rent Ordinance and ensure 
tenants and landlords have the knowledge, access and assistance required to maintain a fair, safe 
and diverse community. I have a perfect attendance record; I arrive on-time and I stay until the 
end of all meetings. My hours are flexible and I prioritize my role as an elected representative 
over other work.   
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3. What experience have you had with Berkeley’s rent control ordinance, the Rent Board’s staff, 
or the elected Board? 
I have taken the lead on several Rent Board projects, many of which dovetail with my role as a 
community organizer with the Tenants Union. Most notably, I strive to be the Board’s point 
person on the Demolition Ordinance – for example, by working very hard to save 8 rent 
controlled units which were to be demolished to make way for the first big downtown 
development, Acheson Commons. This demolition was initially approved by Zoning until the 
Rent Board got involved.  
I also led the way in getting staff to issue reports on the number of controlled units in foreclosed 
properties and suggested the Board send a letter to tenants in any unit which has a preforeclosure 
notice filed in the courts. The letters inform renters that they do not have to move just because the 
owner may change. We just revamped these letters to provide information to owners in 
foreclosure as well.  
For years, I have checked each building for sale in Berkeley and pointed out any that are not in 
compliance with registration at the Board or which list rents higher than those registered. I have 
also monitored all zoning applications. The agency is now revamping the staffing model so that 
staff can take over these tasks as part of a larger registration verification project which will be 
easier with our new Rent Tracking database.  
After several meetings with RSB legal staff, realtors and Councilman Capitelli, who also owns 
Red Oak Realty, I gave up on my idea of revamping the required disclosures when a building is 
sold because there are a lot of legal complications where state law supersedes local jurisdiction, 
but because of my concerns that tenants were being lied to and harassed by realtors, the RSB 
staff now does workshops and has other steps in place to inform and train sales agents. Some of 
these changes also help protect and inform new owners, so we build a solid relationship and assist 
them in becoming good landlords.  
Most recently, I worked with the Eviction Committee to review and revise how the staff reports 
on and verifies owner move-in evictions. Violations of the “Measure Y” restrictions on renting 
of those units after such evictions are likely to increase here as they have in San Francisco, but 
now we are ready!  
 
4. What do you consider to be your constituency or base of support? What organizations are you 
affiliated with? What qualities would you bring to the slate? How much time are you able to 
devote to campaigning from now to November 4th? 
In addition to Board work, I spend much of my time advocating for tenants in other ways. I have 
worked hard to revive the Berkeley Tenants Union, where I serve on the Steering Committee 
and function as secretary by compiling minutes, composing all BTU emails, and writing the web 
posts – over 90 in the past 15 months.  I have personally added over 300 contacts to our mailing 
list, and answer the majority of emails and calls from tenants in desperate situations. I often staff 
our booth at the farmers market and speak on behalf of BTU at City Council, Zoning and 
Planning on a regular basis. I have also done hands-on work like helping an Elmwood tenant with 
chemical sensitivities battle her rat infestation and obtaining sample letters for a disabled 
neighbor who needed reasonable accommodations. 
I recently served as campaign coordinator for the Robin Hood Committee’s signature drive to 
place two measures on the ballot which would fund 40 units of Affordable Housing a year. I took 
a major role in planning the 2010, 2012 and 2014 tenant conventions. I participate in Berkeley 
Citizens Acton. I have also had the honor to serve as a substitute Zoning Commissioner, and I 
keep the lines of communication open and a watchful eye on the big landlords by being a member 
of the Berkeley Property Owners Association as well. 
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In addition, I have been a leader in the Poet’s Corner neighborhood on several issues; we are 
currently forming a Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) and planning a National 
Night Out event in Strawberry Creek Park. I also help my Qigong school (Yuan Tze Ren Xue). 
SUPPORT: Besides Berkeley pals, neighbors and renters, I plan to draw on friends and 
associates from my 20-plus years as an activist, fundraiser and defender of tenants in San 
Francisco. I will be seeking donations and mobilizing my SF friends to walk precincts. Because 
there is no conflict with my Commissioner role, I have continued to help SF artists and musicians 
keep their home by hooking them up with attorneys, being a witness and calming presence on 
landlord visits, going to the SF Rent Board with them. I have already started to gather pledges for 
funding and assistance should I make the slate. QUALITIES: I enjoy speaking with people one-
on-one to explain how the law impacts our everyday life and our communities. I have worked on 
many political campaigns, I am a hard worker and not shy about approaching folks to talk about 
why local elections and city policies are important. TIME: I have secured a worry-free part-time 
job removed from the chaos of my activist life so I can devote much of my time and all of my 
energy to the campaign.  
 
5. Tell us about at least three issues that you consider important to tenants in Berkeley. 
The number one concern to renters is the condition of their home. Most tenants simply put up 
with inconvenience and do small repairs themselves, but even tenants with severe issues such as 
no heat are afraid to assert their rights. Building an organization like the tenants union to support 
tenets in a more hands-on way that the Rent Board can is one way to impact this problem. The 
Rent Board is constantly striving to inform renters and owners of their rights and is beginning to 
change from sending general information to targeting specific groups about particular problems. 
For example, the agency will be doing targeted outreach since we have become aware of several 
large property owners and management companies, who probably know the laws, which have 
sent illegal eviction notices to renters in buildings on the seismic retrofit list.   
 
My main concern from a policy perspective is the erosion of our rent controlled housing. I 
want the Board to make a good count of how many rent controlled units have been lost over the 
30-plus years the ordinance has been in effect. We have laws which limit conversion to condos, 
but we don’t always have a perfect count of such conversions. The current demo law allows 
duplexes to be made into single family homes, but we have no idea how many total units we have 
lost one-by-one. The agency will be working more closely with Planning on these and other 
matters, such as vacation rentals which take units away from people who live and work in 
Berkeley. 
 
Lately, Berkeley has seen an uptick in problems with rats, bed bugs and other pests. This is also 
an issue where the Rent Board can help with education of both landlords and tenants for 
prevention, while working with Code Enforcement and the Health Department to address the 
problems. The maze of laws and the confluence of agencies can be daunting to anyone, so in 
addition to Rent Board counseling and outreach, I hope the tenants union will work in parallel to 
the public agencies to help distressed renters regain safe and healthy homes.  
 
6. Is the Rent Board inherently unfair to either large or small landlords? Please explain. 
I seek the endorsement of tenants on July 13, and I’ve spent much of my time since 1998 helping 
tenants to assert their rights, but I don’t consider myself a protenant Rent Board Commissioner. 
After all, I am myself a landlord. The role of the Commissioner and the agency staff is to 
ensure access to justice for landlords and tenants, and to administer the law as it is written.  
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7. What is the role of the Rent Board Commissioners ? What powers do they have? What changes 
do you think should be made in how the Rent Board operates? 
I am very proud to be a part of Berkeley’s Rent Board. I believe the prosperity of both individuals 
and our society hinges on housing stability. In addition to regulating rents, preventing unjust 
evictions and ensuring owners get a fair return on investment, our Rent Board promotes 
diversity in the community.  
I have been particularly impressed with the wide role Berkeley’s Rent Board takes in comparison 
to the same agency in San Francisco. In SF, the corresponding agency doesn’t even track rents!  
The Berkeley Board is proactive in outreach, education and counseling for tenants and owners 
alike. What good are laws if it takes a particular skill set or knowledge of some occulted rule to 
access justice? 
Our Rent Board takes a strong position on habitability issues and works in conjunction with other 
agencies to promote housing safety, including this year’s mandatory earthquake retrofits law. 
The Board also keeps an eye on state legislation which impacts Berkeley constituents and takes a 
position when it is called for – such as working to promote statewide reform of the Ellis Act. 
Board staff offer mediation for landlords and tenants, which allows issues which are at the heart 
of conflicts to be worked out even if they don’t fall within the specific realm of the Ordinance. 
The agency website shows its role in researching the needs of the community as well as how 
carefully the economic and social impacts of changes to the Ordinance are monitored.  This data 
is accessed by other communities, including San Francisco, when considering the role of 
government in protecting vulnerable populations such as low-income, disabled, senior citizen, 
and students. 
From my perspective as a longtime San Francisco renter, tenant advocate and social service 
provider, the Berkeley Board fills roles it takes several agencies and nonprofits in San Francisco 
to fulfill, and I am amazed we do all this without taking from Berkeley’s general fund. As a small 
property owner who earns far less than median income, I also didn’t blink at the per unit fee 
which funds the Board – it seemed more than fair for the privilege of paying a part of my 
mortgage by providing a home for Nick and Katrina. 
I would like to see the agency and Commissioners continue to strengthen connections with 
other Boards and agencies in Berkeley. We need to fix the relocation ordinance to apply when 
fires are the fault of the owner, to prevent bad changes to the demolition ordinance, and to stop 
owners from using the new retrofit law or smoking ordinance to evict tenants. We also need to 
increase relocation funds for owner-move-in (Measure Y) evictions, which can only be done 
through a ballot initiative. 
 
8. (a) How do you feel about affordable housing? (b) The Robin Hood Committee is circulating a 
pair of initiatives for 2016 that together will tax large landlords in order to increase subsidies to 
build affordable housing. Please comment. (c) An initiative on the November ballot will tighten 
developer requirements for downtown construction on buildings over 75 feet high. Please 
comment. 
Housing is a human right. Rent Control is our most successful affordable housing program, but 
it is not meeting the needs of our most vulnerable communities. 
I have been working on the Robin Hood campaign since late February, served as the campaign 
coordinator through the initial phase, and will continue to gather signatures, recruit volunteers 
and inform voters of these initiatives. I believe this simple plan to impose a very small tax 
increase on landlords who are investors and speculators (the plan exempts owner-occupied 
properties and low-income owners, for example) and use the money to build 40 units of 
affordable housing per year is the best chance we have of getting a significant increase in 
homes affordable to seniors, the disabled, families and other low-income residents.  
Likewise, the Downtown Initiative is likely to generate more affordable housing than existing 
laws, probably about 100 additional units over the next 10 years or so.  
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9. Two other areas related to Berkeley tenants are (a) seismic and fire safety, and (b) 
transportation issues, such as AC Transit subsidies and Bus Rapid Transit. Please comment. 
The Rent Board, particularly Commissioner Jesse Townley, persevered in getting the “Phase 2” 
of the “Soft Story” Ordinance finally made into law after 8 years of trying. Now, we have learned 
that some large property owners are using the mandatory retrofits law to issue bogus 
eviction notices and attempt to force tenants to move without offering the required relocation 
benefits. As far as I know, these attempts have been caught early and no tenants have been 
displaced. In addition to this enforcement, the Rent Board must work with the City to make sure 
owners who do not retrofit are penalized – it is not fair to owners who follow the law. Retrofit 
rules should be expanded to cover other types of buildings and the City must find a means to 
financially assist landlords who qualify for a low-income delay of their retrofit so tenants can still 
have a safe building soon.  
Recently, several high profile fires in Berkeley rental buildings have highlighted both defects in 
the relocation ordinance(all fires are exempt) and defects in the buildings themselves. The Haste 
and Dwight fires both showed evidence that the underlying cause of the fires may have been 
neglect on the part of the owners. The Haste elevator had a history of problems and tenant 
complaints, including a previous fire. Tenants at the Dwight property say the alarms were not 
working and may have been disconnected by the owner. The Rent Board hopes to begin 
monitoring complaints made with Code Enforcement and encourage a mandatory, cyclical 
inspection program, as first steps to preventing further disasters.    
Transit agencies often offer deep discount group passes, such as the student passes subsidized by 
the University of California and those offered by large employers. Perhaps there is a way to 
develop such programs for large buildings.  
In addition, Berkeley can learn from San Francisco’s mistakes. The “Google Bus” provides 
environmental benefits by cutting down on automobile commuters, but has been shown to drive 
up rents and does take riders and thus revenue away from public transit. Such busses are often at 
Ashby BART and at least one company is running them to North Berkeley. Beginning now to 
address the impact of such busses could help fund transit for renters. I have been compiling 
research about such buses and possible policies. 
I walk and take public transit on the majority of my Bay Area travels. 
10. The Convention asks all candidates to sign a pledge to not run against or endorse against 
the slate the Convention selects. Will you sign it? Do you think that the pledge is important? Do 
you think it’s fair? Explain. You may still stand as a candidate at the convention if you don’t sign 
the pledge. 
A unified group is critical to the success of the campaign. I will not run if not selected. 
The slate we choose July 13th is critical to preserving affordable housing and ensuring access to 
justice for everyone in Berkeley. I will work hard to spread the word about the leaders we choose, 
even if I am not selected. 
11. If you are nominated by the convention, will you agree, in concert with other slate members, 
to hire a coordinator with full authority to make campaign decisions in consultation with the 
slate? The slate will retain the power to determine an overall budget and replace the 
coordinator. 
I am open to this, or to using a campaign consulting business for select services, or both. Another 
BTU leader and I are meeting with some agencies the slate probably can’t afford to get an idea of 
options and costs.  
 
12. Is there anything else that we should consider in evaluating you as a candidate? 
I’d like to tell you more about how growing up in New Orleans shaped my view of the world, or 
why I chose to stabilize my own housing by purchasing a foreclosed duplex, or how I learned to 
work around my disability, but you are tired now and have read many Questionnaires. I choose to 
tell you this: 
I GET THINGS DONE. 




