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Bay Area com-
muters can expect
an increase of at
least $1 in the cost
of crossing all sev-
en local toll

bridges beginning July 1,
transportation officials say.

The Bay Area Toll Authority,
which manages the bridges, is
expected to make a decision in
January on how to close a pro-
jected annual budget gap of
$140 million. Every option be-
fore the authority raises tolls
for passenger cars by $1, to $5. 

In addition, members of the
agency’s staff say they are
leaning toward a first-time
charge of $3 for car pools.

And if you use the Bay
Bridge, brace yourself for the
possibility of a $6 rush-hour
toll.

Bay Area resi-
dents are joining
in a countrywide
scramble to re-
finance or take out
new mortgages,

local bankers say, as interest
rates continue their enticing
downward slide. As rates on
30-year fixed mortgages
dropped below 5 percent, re-
financing applications have
flooded in, said Brad Black-
well, a Danville-based sales
manager for Wells Fargo.

“We’ve seen as much vol-
ume in the last three weeks as
we’ve ever had,” Mr. Black-
well said. In Antioch and Fair-
field, sharp plunges in home
values have pre-empted refi-
nancings and there has been a
surge in home sales, he added.

Most owners choosing to
sell are still finding prices de-
pressed. Figures released
Thursday by DQ News
showed the median price of a
home sold in Solano County
was 24.5 percent lower last
month than in September
2008. In Napa County, the drop
was 18 percent; in Contra Cos-
ta County, 12.7 percent; in San-
ta Clara County, 11 percent.
San Francisco home values,
down 3.7 percent, fell the least. 

As Gov. Arnold
Schwarzenegger
signed a bill on
Sunday requiring
utilities to buy
back renewable

energy from private producers
at above-market prices, envi-
ronmental groups and renew-
able-energy companies pre-
pared for the fight over where
the new price will be set.

The more utilities pay for
the energy, the more likely
there will be a surge in solar-
panel installations, though
bills might rise, too. Currently,
utilities pay roughly 12 cents
per kilowatt-hour, and solar
advocates want the Public
Utilities Commission to make
it 20 cents for facilities gener-
ating three megawatts or less. 

That could increase annual
solar-energy production to 750
megawatts, up from today’s 14
megawatts, said Bernadette
del Chiaro, a lobbyist with En-
vironment California. 

Cindy Pollard, a PG&E
spokeswoman, said the utility
preferred a price set by auc-
tion. PG&E will also argue that
its purchase costs should not
exceed a predetermined total.
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Consumers
Pay the Price

The consumer price index in
the Bay Area has remained flat
in this recessionary year,
though grocery costs dipped 3.1
percent and electricity rose 13.1
percent, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics reported Thursday.
Here are other developments
affecting local pocketbooks. 

TOLLS

HOUSING

POWER

By JESSE McKINLEY

Anthony W. Batts was enjoying
a successful run as the head of
the Long Beach police when a
headhunter called last winter and
asked if the chief’s job in Oakland
had any appeal. Mr. Batts said no.

Then, he said, came March 21,
when a recently released parolee,
Lovelle Mixon, shot and killed
four Oakland police officers and
cemented the city’s reputation as
the violent crime capital of the
Bay Area. 

Sitting at the officers’ funeral,
Mr. Batts said, he changed his
mind. “I decided that I’d like to
help,” he said.

On Monday morning, Mr. Batts
will start one of the toughest jobs
in American law enforcement,
taking over a department de-
moralized by its losses and dis-
trusted by many it is charged to
protect. 

While his task is straightfor-
ward — get his officers to believe
in him and themselves and get
his community to do the same —
the problems are complex: a city
already dealing with underper-
forming schools, an entrenched
crack cocaine trade, deadly
gangs and a 17 percent unem-
ployment rate. Never mind the
surfeit of parolees and probation-
ers who are often entangled in vi-
olent crimes.

There are fewer than 800 offi-
cers in this city of 404,000. Long
Beach, a city of 465,000, has more
than 1,000. In Oakland, the force
operates under a cloud. The be-
havior of a group of rogue offi-
cers a decade ago led to years of
federal oversight, and the city
continues to pay millions each
year to settle police-related law-
suits. Other Bay Area cities have
their own crime dramas — a new
chief in San Francisco, charges of
racial profiling by the police in
San Jose, the Jaycee Dugard case
in Antioch — but Oakland’s ocean
of problems seems wider and
deeper. And Oakland officials say
it is exactly Mr. Batts’s record of
managing several problems at
once that appealed to them. 

“I wanted a police chief that
was committed to reform, com-
mitted to community policing,
and one that recognized that pub-
lic safety is a multidimensional
problem,” Mayor Ron Dellums
said. “We are not going to arrest
our way out of this.”

Mr. Batts’s crime-fighting
record is impressive. In seven
years as the chief in Long Beach,
he helped drive down the violent
crime rate to its lowest level in
nearly 40 years. 

Long Beach and Oakland are
both busy port cities with blue-
collar roots and almost identical
poverty levels. Each has large
white, black, Asian and Latino
communities. Mr. Dellums called
them mirror images.

“But when you look at the
crime rate,” Mr. Batts said, “they
are upside down.”

Not that the force isn’t trying,
and having some success. In fact,
with the notable exception of
rape, which is up 14 percent from

this time last year, Oakland has
actually seen double-digit crime
reductions thus far in 2009, in-
cluding murder (down 19 percent
from 2008), robbery (down 18
percent), arson (down 27 per-
cent), larceny (15 percent) and
auto theft (23 percent), and
smaller reductions in assault and
burglary.

But how will Mr. Batts keep the
crime rate going down while con-
vincing city residents that the po-
lice force is on their side? It
seems almost certain that he will
call for an expansion of communi-
ty policing. It is an idea that Oak-
land has tried and even under-
written — with a 2004 ballot
measure that resulted in 63 new
“problem-solving” officers — but
that Mr. Dellums wants Mr. Batts
to expand. 

“He understands how to do it
on the ground,” the mayor said. 

That said, veterans of big-city
policing say the mayor must also
do his part. “You need the politi-
cal will to get it done,” said How-
ard Safir, the former New York
City police commissioner. “You
need the guy at your back.”

In a 2006 article for the F.B.I.
Law Enforcement Bulletin, Mr.

Batts and Cynthia Renaud out-
lined his approach in Long
Beach. In particular, he suggest-
ed that quality-of-life crimes like
vandalism be more vigorously
pursued by patrol divisions that
draw on diverse skills, like those
of nuisance abatement officers. 

In one case he cited, officers
and community leaders in Long
Beach sealed off and collectively
monitored a crime-plagued pe-
destrian bridge. Crime there
dropped, he wrote.

Some of these ideas have been
used to varying degrees in Oak-
land. But senior members of the
department say they expect big-
ger changes. “Any time you have
a change at an executive level, in
any organization, you have a
chance for new ideas and new be-
ginnings,” said Howard A. Jor-
dan, the acting police chief. 

Among the rank and file, mean-
while, the appointment of Mr.
Batts — an outsider — has been
met with guarded optimism.

“Is he going to be a crime fight-
er or is he going to be a poli-
tician?” said Sgt. Dom Arotzare-
na, the president of the Oakland
Police Officers Association, the 

New Oakland Police Chief Inherits a Force, and a City, in Turmoil
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Kevin Arias investigated shooting deaths in East Oakland on Oct. 8. The city is considered the violent crime capital of the area.
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As of Wednesday, 
there were 89 
homicides in 
Oakland, down from 
110 during the same 
period last year.

Homicides
In 2009
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The phones wouldn’t stop ring-
ing at the office of San Francis-
co’s assessor-recorder. A be-
sieged clerk repeated the same
words over and over: “It’s too

late to appeal.”
Property tax bills

arrived in San Fran-
cisco last week. De-
spite the recession
and plummeting
home prices, home-

owners are learning that their
property values are up, along
with their taxes. 

Call it the 2-percent solution.
Assessors all over California
have been addicted to it since
1978 when Proposition 13 capped
assessment increases. The most
any property value could rise, of-
ficially, was 2 percent a year. 

Since then, nearly every prop-
erty assessment automatically
goes up 2 percent annually, even
if property values are down.

So when Jon Stuber opened a
letter in July saying the value of
his home had increased, his first
reaction was, “No, it didn’t!” 

Two years ago, Mr. Stuber left
a rundown rental, took his life
savings and bought a few-frills
condo at 15th and Mission. It is
rare to be a first-time homeowner

in one of the world’s most expen-
sive cities. Mr. Stuber, originally
from modest circumstances in
rural Maine, lives a frugal, Hulu-
instead-of-cable lifestyle.

We have been friends since he
moved here a dozen years ago,
and I watched him go from sling-
ing hash in a restaurant to man-
aging projects for a biotech firm.
He has done hard labor for every-
thing he owns. I was proud of him
the day he closed on that condo.

Mr. Stuber bought it in 2007 for
$610,000. No one thinks it is worth
that much in 2009, but the city
sent him an assessment of
$634,642. 

“I’m going to fight,” he vowed.
“I pretty much found out my
property is about $100,000 less.” 

Mr. Stuber is not alone. They
are still processing the mael-
strom of mail at City Hall, but this
could be a record year of about
6,500 property assessment ap-
peals, on par with the recession
of 1993. Inspired by my friend’s
outrage, I studied my own as-
sessment and also filed an ap-
peal.

Homeowners are armed with
statistics from Web sites like
Zillow.com that show home sale
prices down an average of 21 per-
cent in San Francisco from 2008
to 2009. They want more than just
a waiver of the 2 percent. If they
prevail, it will cost the county
more, on some properties, than if

there had been no increase.
“We try to be fair,” said Phil

Ting, San Francisco’s assessor-
recorder.

Mr. Ting did decrease the as-
sessments on about 5 percent of
the properties in San Francisco
— 9,997 parcels. But, he said, “ev-
erybody who didn’t get a de-
crease went up 2 percent.”

Not all assessors take the same
approach — though, in fairness,
property values elsewhere in the
region have taken more of a hit

than those in the city.
For instance, Santa Clara

County’s tax assessor, Larry
Stone, reduced the assessments
of nearly one in four homes. “If I
know someone is over-assessed,
why would I look the other way?”
Mr. Stone said. 

Reductions help those who get
them, but an analysis of home
sales data for the 2009 tax year
shows a price drop in every sin-
gle San Francisco neighborhood.
This explains why people are liv-
id. Up? Is this a joke?

It is certainly not funny if you
try to appeal. To a novice, the pa-
perwork reads like Aramaic
translated into gibberish. Then
comes the wait. It is expected to
take more than a year to process
the appeals, and homeowners
must pay the contested taxes up
front.

Adding to the frustration is
that it is already too late to object
in many counties. There were
warnings, but the problem did
not hit home for many people un-
til tax bills arrived — hence the
avalanche of incredulous calls to
City Hall.

Longtime homeowners are
protected from this mess, since
Proposition 13 guarantees that
their properties are assessed for
less than what they are actually
worth. But the value of homes
bought in San Francisco since
2004, and as far back as 2000 in

Santa Clara County, is probably
down.

For those homeowners, how
can assessors justify any rise?

“You’re not required to do a 2
percent bump, right?” I asked
Mr. Ting.

He stared at me for an uncom-
fortable moment, like I was blam-
ing him for the anger homeown-
ers feel. Mr. Ting then explained
how difficult it was to determine
accurate values during this de-
cline, but he said taxpayers might
get relief — next year. 

“There’s talk that there may be
no 2 percent across the board,” he
said.

No more 2 percent solution for
anyone. What a concept.

The 2-Percent Solution Is One Size That Does Not Fit All

SCOTT
JAMES 
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Jon Stuber is fighting the as-
sessment on the condomini-
um he bought in 2007. 

Scott James is an Emmy-winning
television journalist and novelist
who lives in San Francisco.

Starting today, the Bay
Area pages will appear every
Friday and Sunday, featur-
ing coverage of public af-
fairs, commerce, culture and
lifestyles in the region, and
providing a complement to
The Times’s national report
in print and online at
nytimes.com. We invite your
comments at bayarea
@nytimes.com.
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For wine lovers, a restaurant’s
wine list is a hallowed key to its
soul. The menu may reveal the
inclinations and ambitions of a
chef, but the crucial questions
about the food will only be an-
swered through execution and
follow-through.

But the wine list?
Carefully examined, it displays

the inner nature of a restaurant.
Is it a place of vision and creativ-
ity and passion? Or has a restau-
rant’s identity been determined
by focus groups? Is the craving
for profits placed above all else?
Or, worst case scenario, has the
restaurant completely abdicated
the task, or rather the opportuni-
ty, and instead handed over the
list to a soulless distributor? For
that, I have but one word: cork-
age.

Personally, I always prefer a
list of iconoclastic vision over
one aimed simply at people-
pleasing, and for that the Bay
Area is a treasure-trove, with no
shortage of wine lists that ex-
press the idealistic intent of their
creators.

It’s easy to start ticking off
names, like the Slanted Door in
the Ferry Building along the Em-
barcadero, where the wine direc-
tor Mark Ellenbogen put togeth-
er a list that courageously paired
cool-climate, largely European
whites with the restaurant’s
Vietnamese food, even as Ameri-
cans were gravitating toward
big, domestic reds. 

Just as bravely, Shelley Lind-
gren at A16 in the Marina district
created a list that celebrated the
largely unknown wines of south-
ern Italy. At RN74 in the Millen-
nium Tower in SoMa — where
the list incorporates the vast tro-
phy holdings of the wine collec-
tor Wilf Jaeger — Raj Parr, the
wine director for all of Michael
Mina’s restaurants, has sprin-
kled inexpensive treasures
throughout, so that if the 1966
Musigny from Roumier is out of
range at $6,400, there’s a 2005
Bourgogne rouge from Denis

Bachelet for $75, or better yet, a
superb 2007 Corbières Cam-
pagnes from Maxime Magnon for
$54.

But of all the fine wine lists in
the Bay Area, my favorite is the
one at Nopa, the casual, eclectic
gathering spot north of the Pan-
handle. I’m not saying Nopa has
the best wine list in the area.
With roughly 200 bottles, and an-
other few dozen half-bottles and
magnums, it’s by no means the
biggest or the most complete. But
in the selection of wines, the fair
prices and the spirit it connotes,
it’s closest to my heart.

It takes only a brief glance at
the list to see that the wine direc-
tor, Chris Deegan, has selected
bottles that will exalt the simple,
clear flavors of the Mediterra-

nean food. These are wines that
for the most part are balanced
and restrained, complementary
rather than dominant. Often that
means wines from Europe rather
than California, but, while Nopa’s
list is heavily European, it is not
dogmatically so.

I love to start a meal with a
glass of dry sherry, but how often
do you see sherry on a list out-
side of Spanish restaurants?
Nopa offers not only the ubiqui-
tous La Gitana Manzanilla, but a
fine Amontillado from González
Byass and both a palo cortado
and a dry oloroso from Emilio
Lustau. 

Often, if you are the persnick-
ety sort like me who grabs the
wine list immediately upon being
seated and lingers over it lustful-
ly, you peruse a wine list looking
for that safe harbor — that one
bottle you know you will like
among the dozens you cannot
abide. Nopa’s whole list is a safe
harbor full of bottles that I would
be thrilled to open, from classic
appellations like the 2008 Fleurie
from Domaine du Vissoux, to

wonderful oddballs like the Vinja
Barde vitovska from the Carso
region of Italy. 

The domestic selections fit
right in. I love Truchard’s rous-
sanne from the Carneros, and
Copain’s Monument Tree pinot
noir from the Anderson Valley,
while Mount Eden’s estate char-
donnay from the Santa Cruz
Mountains will please both white
Burgundy fanatics and lovers of
big California chardonnays.

If Nopa’s list has a deficiency,
it’s in the lack of aged wines, not
surprising in a small restaurant,
which may not have the room to
store wines for extended periods.
The exception is the Riojas from
Lopéz de Heredia, which are not
released until they are well aged. 

Nopa also offers some little-
known gems, like the 2007 Do
Ferreiro Cepas Vellas, a profound
old-vines albariño, and the pure,
complex 2004 Les Poyeux Sau-
mur Champigny from Clos Rou-
geard, very good now, even bet-
ter in 10 years.

Some people might fault Nopa
for its lack of pantheon wines, the
classic greats that are primarily
affordable to wealthy collectors.
To me, those special-occasion
wines are not necessary. Nopa
may have achieved destination
status, but it is still essentially a
neighborhood hangout. If you
must have those wines, I have
two suggestions: Corkage, or
RN74. 

Wine Lists
That

Elevate
The Cellar
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RED, WHITE OR SHERRY Nopa in San Francisco offers numerous balanced, restrained wines.

force’s labor union.
The union made wage conces-

sions this year to avoid more
than 100 budget-related layoffs,
but it remains unclear how the
association will react to Mr.
Batts’s other ideas, like using ci-
vilian employees for paperwork
duties for officers. 

Mr. Batts said he would not
coddle a force that has shown a
remarkable propensity for self-
inflicted wounds, likening them
to a team (say, the Raiders) that
shows flashes of excellence but
constantly incurs penalties. 

“They do good police work at
times,” Mr. Batts said. “But then
they do some very stupid things.” 

And sometimes they take the
rap for other departments’ ac-
tions. In January, the Oakland de-
partment found itself dealing
with rioters downtown after a
young unarmed black man, Os-
car Grant III, was shot to death
by a BART officer at the Fruit-
vale stop. Mr. Jordan said even
his own mother did not realize
that Oakland police had not killed
Mr. Grant. But other violent inci-
dents have consistently involved
Oakland officers. 

Mr. Dellums especially wants
the number of shootings by offi-
cers to decrease. When Mr. Batts
was in Long Beach, the mayor
said, “His answer was tell offi-
cers to slow down, and think.” 

Perhaps the trickiest challenge
facing Mr. Batts will be rebuild-
ing trust among the city’s Afri-
can-Americans. They make up 30
percent of the population but suf-
fered almost 80 percent of the
murders in 2008. 

“There’s a stigma attached in
our community that being a po-
lice officer is a negative,” said
George Holland, the president of
the local chapter of National As-
sociation for the Advancement of
Colored People. 

While Mr. Jordan said the
March 21 killings might have
strengthened relationships be-
tween the community, City Hall
and the police, the pain remained
palpable within the department.

Those moves
may be re-
opened next
month when a
report on the
shootings is re-
leased.

“This is sort
of a personal
matter for ev-
ery officer,” he
said. 

It was per-
sonal enough
for Mr. Batts

that he decided to leave the site
of his success and take on as
tough a policing assignment as
any in the country. His approach
remains methodical. He plans to
evaluate people for weeks before
announcing a three-year stra-
tegic plan. And while the mayor
is looking for more financing for
the police, Mr. Batts is looking for
a different kind of support, the
support of a united city.

“There is no way I can be seen
as the guy on the white horse if
the body politic and the commu-
nity is not able to step up and as-
sist,” Mr. Batts said. “They can’t
get caught up in, ‘This is not my
neighborhood.’ They have to
think of it as ‘This is my city.’”

New Oakland Police Chief
Inherits a Force in Turmoil
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A Glimmer of Hope
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Oakland, one of the nation’s most violent cities, has seen a drop in all 
major crimes except rape so far in 2009, compared with the same period 
last year.
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Anthony W.
Batts

For more about the pleasures
(and the business) of wine,

beer and spirits, go to Eric Asi-
mov’s blog. 
nytimes.com/thepour

The PourA sampling of San Fran-
cisco restaurants that Eric
Asimov found to have cre-
ative wine lists:

NOPA 560 Divisadero Street
(415) 864-8643, nopasf.com.

SLANTED DOOR, 1 Ferry
Building, No. 3, (415) 861-
8032, slanteddoor.com.

A16 2355 Chestnut Street,
(415) 771-2216 a16sf.com.

RN74 301 Mission Street,
(415) 543-7474, michaelmina
.net/rn74.

CRITIC’S NOTEBOOK 
Eric Asimov
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