
News from the front lines:  
 

The County Triumphs!!! 

 

… and Martinez goes down to defeat, as its historic 1903 Jail is set to be demolished 
 
 

 
 
 “… government is not the solution … government is the problem…” 
Ronald Reagan, 1981 
 
For almost six years, the Architectural Preservation of Contra Costa County (APFCCC) and the citizens of 
Martinez have been fighting to save the 1903 Jail, which shares the block with the Finance Building in 
downtown Martinez. Designed by noted architect William Mooser II of the Mooser family of architects, 
the block is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the California Register of Historical 
Resources, the Contra Costa County Historic Resource Inventory, the City of Martinez Historic Resource 
Inventory, and is a prominent feature of the Downtown Martinez Historic District. 
 
During that time, a 501(c)(3) corporation was formed; bank accounts were established;  crowdfunding 
websites were set up; fundraising events were held; taxes were filed; emails were sent; letters to the 
editor were written; newsletter pieces were written; meetings were held and an attorney willing to 
work pro bono was enlisted, followed by an endless stream of legal filings and court dates.  
 
The CEQA lawsuit presented the County with two alternatives: either preserve the Jail for reuse, such as 
for a restaurant featuring Jail history and memorabilia for the County workers employed at the two new 
administration buildings, or else do a full EIR for the entire County Campus project, including not only 
demolishing the Jail, but demolishing the old Administration Building on Pine street, and building two 



new administration buildings and a plaza, including parking facilities - all together a giant, multi-year, 
$135M+ project.  
 
There was also the question of contamination, such as from the large, buried fuel tank on the Main St 
end of the Jail. Was it leaking? What did the County records show? The County never answered, in spite 
of Public Record requests, and the APFCCC heard that the County rejected City requests to do soil 
samples around the Jail during negotiations to transfer ownership of the Jail. An EIR would seem to be in 
order, even without Jail preservation on the table. 
 
But luck was with the County. During negotiations, the County was consistently slow and vague in 
response to requests for criteria for what it called a “viable option” or a “viable plan” for reuse of the 
Jail. In 2021, the County’s slow-motion behavior paid off, when the APFCCC’s attorney developed health 
problems, and had to withdraw from the case. The APFCCC contacted over forty attorneys in an attempt 
to replace counsel, but, considering the huge Administrative Record, the volume of legal filings and the 
shrinking timeline at that point, no CEQA attorney could be enlisted at a cost affordable for the APFCCC. 
One firm did offer – for a retainer of $50,000. 
 
The judge sided with the County that the APFCCC carried more of the responsibility for the continued 
delays, and dismissed the lawsuit. No comprehensive EIR. The County announced to the public that “no 
viable plan for reuse by the County” had been produced, which was never the point of the negotiations. 
Although a detailed, viable plan to disassemble and move the Jail, at the contractor’s expense, was 
presented to the County, the County has shown no interest. This is doubly disappointing, since the 
County has adopted, rather than the traditional Design-Bid-Build development process, the more 
flexible Design-Build process, which could accommodate a change of plans such as this. 
 
Relations between Martinez and the County have often been strained, even though Martinez is the 
County seat, and the story of the Jail is just the latest example. Supervisor Andersen supported 
demolishing the Jail saying, “It’s not who we are now,” which is pretty much exactly why something is 
historic, and pretty much exactly why an excellent example of past history and architecture such as the 
Jail should be preserved. But it would be wrong to think that Supervisor Andersen and the other 
Supervisors are a bunch of philistines who don’t care about history or culture, since they’re very excited 
about an entire wall inside the second new Administration Building that will be devoted to the history ... 
of the Supervisors. 
 
It is sincerely hoped that the new County Campus doesn’t do more damage to Martinez and its historic 
downtown. The new Campus will have its own parking, its own food service, and will bring County 
offices from other locations around Martinez to the new buildings, where their employees will be on a 
self-sufficient Campus that is somewhat removed from the downtown, and where they may actually 
interact with and shop in Martinez less than they currently do. Time will tell. 
 
A few thoughts from our experience dealing with the County in the attempt to save the Jail: 
 

• The County’s budget ($4B) is 100x that of Martinez’ budget  

• The County has five districts, and Martinez’ votes are only 20% of the votes in our one district 

• The County’s Supervisor for Martinez is starting his sixth term 
 
All in all, like Washington DC, Martinez is a rather small colony that serves as the seat for its empire to 
sit on. 



Thanks go out to all the volunteers and contributors who have helped over the years in the effort to 
save the Jail. 
 
Welcome to Historic Downtown Martinez! 
 
Harlan Strickland 
APFCCC 
 


