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JAPANTOWN TASK FORCE BOARD MEETING 

WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 18, 2015 
JAPANESE AMERICAN CITIZENS LEAGUE HQ 

 
Minutes 

 
ATTENDEES:  Anthony Brown, Seiko Fujimoto, Richard Hashimoto, David Ishida, Alice 

Kawahatsu, Mark Moriguchi, Glynis Nakahara, Steve Nakajima, Benh Nakajo, 
Rosalyn Tonai, Paul Wermer,  

 
ABSENT:  Judy Hamaguchi, Richard Matsuno, Jon Osaki, Miki Heitzman, Neal Taniguchi 

(all excused) 
 
STAFF: Bob Hamaguchi, Greg Marutani, Greg Viloria 
 
GUESTS:  Diane Matsuda, Diana Ponce De Leon, Emily Glick, Robin Herins, Kathie 

Cheatham, Michiko Yamada, Tomo Hirai, Vicky Mihara-Avery 
 
I. Call to Order 

The meeting called to order at 6:00 p.m. by Alice Kawahatsu, President. Quorum 
established at 6:10 p.m.. 

 
II. Approval of Minutes of the Board Meeting on January 21, 2015. 

 
M/SC: (Anthony Brown/Rosalyn Tonai) to approve the January 21, 2015 minutes as 
submitted. 
Action: Staff directed to distribute future minutes upon final approval and submission by 
Secretary.  

. 
 

III. Consent Items – No Consent Items 
 

IV. Meet and Greet 
a. Emily Glick, General Manager of Hotel Tomo, introduced herself to the board. Hotel 

Tomo is owned and managed by Kimpton Hotels. Glick explained that Kimpton Hotels is 
a boutique hotel chain management company and property owner bringing local 
hospitality to the hotel guest and was recently acquired by Inter-Continental Hotels. 
Currently, the hotel is going through a renovation and is projecting a completion in the 
May timeframe. Kimpton has engaged a PR/Marketing firm that will help re-launch the 
hotel after the renovations are complete. Glick confirmed that the name will change and 
will be “Japanese inspired” but they were not ready to announce that until the re-launch. 
The hotel will keep a Japanese theme (“minimalist and subtle”) and make the hotel more 
upscale in its offering with rates subject to increase. However, Hotel Tomo community 
rates are still in effect, subject to manager’s discretion. Café Mums will not go through a 
renovation. Café Mums will not close and its current lease is up in 2017.  
 

b. Status of Mayor’s Invest In Neighborhood (IIN) Program – Diana Ponce De Leon, 
reported on the status of projects that the Mayor’s Office of Economic Development 
(MOED) are partnering with the JTF.  Ponce De Leon passed out two documents – IIN 
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brochure (overview of the program), Japantown Customized Service Plan (Attachment A 
- project document linked to the Japantown Cultural and Economic Sustainability 
Strategy (JCHESS)) and the summary of the current joint projects in the IIN: 2014-15, 
2015-16 Customized Service Plan - Japantown (Attachment B). Ponce De Leon 
introduced Robin Herins who heads the SF Plaza Program. The SF Plaza Program 
(Attachment C) promotes local stewardship and long-term sustainability of open spaces. 
Herins stated that the Japantown Peace Plaza does not qualify for this program since 
this program is excluded from Recreation and Park Department- managed facilities and 
spaces. It is MOED’s hope that the program’s elements can be used in future 
discussions with the Recreation and Park Department about the Peace Plaza. 
 
Board Comments – In discussions with Recreation and Park Department about the use 
and upkeep of the Peace Plaza, the JTF should take advantage of the elements of the 
SF Plaza Program for discussions with Recreation and Park department. JTF should 
continue discussion how to activate the plaza on an ongoing basis. Ponce De Leon 
offered that the MOED Request for Proposal (RFP) process could be a vehicle to have a 
consultant activate the plaza. It was noted that the Buchannan Mall was also not eligible 
for this program, as it continues to be managed by Nihonmachi Parking Corporation 
under pre-existing management agreement with the City. 
 
Action: – JTF Board and staff to review the MOED Customized Service Plan to see if the 
priorities need re-aligning or if any new items need to be added and sent to the 
Executive Committee for further discussion at their March 4th meeting. 
 

V. Committee Reports 
a. Land Use Committee (Paul Wermer) 

 
i. Neighborhood Commercial District (NCD) Zoning  

  
Paul Wermer reported that at the of February 10, 2015 meeting of the Land Use 
committee, they reviewed the 37-page document on the NCD. The committee 
recommended the NCD designation instead of the Neighborhood Commercial Transit 
District (NCT).  
 
The committee looked at the NCD Conditional Use (CU) table lowering the 
conditional-use restrictions to make Japantown attractive to businesses, but have a 
community voice in areas that may require community comment (i.e. Noise). The next 
step would be to hold a meeting inviting all of the property owners and business 
owners (target March 19, 2015) to obtain feedback and proceed to the Planning 
Commission 
 
Board Comment – A question was raised about any studies on the right mix of small 
retail versus larger retail businesses to provide a good business atmosphere and 
making sure Japantown is not putting itself into a “box” with NCD zoning wording. 
There was concern about making sure the wording in the NCD Zoning document 
encouraged small retail businesses. Wermer mentioned that there was emphasis in 
the Special Use District to encourage small businesses.  
 

ii. 1656 Post Robert Sakai Project (Pearl Spa / Apartments) Japantown Merchants 
Association (JMA) Meeting Update  
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Bob Hamaguchi reported at the meeting held on February 12, 2015 with the 
Japantown Merchants Association, the Pearl Spa has decided to switch back to a 
“Women Only” business model from the coed business model previously reported in 
the January JTF board meeting.  The owners have been modifying business model 
because of compliance issues with the Unruh Civil Rights Act, which is a state 
mandated law that specifically prohibits discrimination based on sex, race, color, 
religion, ancestry, national origin, disability, medical condition, marital status, or 
sexual orientation. Hamaguchi reported there were about 15 people at the meeting 
expressing concerns that ranged from too much competition of spas in the area to 
construction disruption of the area. Additionally, Hamaguchi reported that Robert 
Sakai and Pearl Spa were planning a second community outreach meeting on 
February 19 at the Hotel Kabuki.  
 

b. Japantown Economic Development and Marketing Committee (Alice Kawahatsu) 

i. Alice Kawahatsu deferred to Greg Viloria for the report. Viloria reported that Grace 
Horikiri, Creative Director at NDD Creative, facilitated the last meeting.  

ii. No new update on the 2015 Holiday sub-committee.  

iii. The Visitor Greeting sub-committee has made some strides in the planning of the how 
to implement the greeting desk. The pilot is planned from April 4 to May 5. Viloria 
reported that the committee had some concerns on staffing.  

iv. The Japantown questionnaire of visitors to Japantown draft survey was distributed to 
the committee for comment. A follow-up meeting will be planned to finalize the survey. 

v. Japantown Web Update – Viloria reported that there was an increase in page views 
from January 2014 to January 2015. Viloria stated that this is an indication that the 
site redesigns are taking us in the right direction. We are getting 50,000 page views 
on our website. 

Action: Staff to send annual report and demographic information to the board. 

c. Cultural Heritage Committee (Rosalyn Tonai) 
 

i. Rosalyn Tonai, co-chair, presented the committee’s report and stated that the 
committee met a few times on the landmarking of the pagoda - once in January and 
on February 11 where they held their first meeting. The landmarking of the Pagoda is 
one of the priorities at the Planning Department. One area of discussion was the 
scope of the review: whether it is just the Pagoda or its surrounding Peace Plaza. 
Several implications of the landmarking process were discussed at the committee 
level. The committee is seeking photos of the pagoda and plaza to aid the report that 
Jonathan Lammers of the planning department’s historic preservation staff is 
preparing. If anyone has any early information, photos or film of the Peace Pagoda, 
please forward to Greg Marutani. 

 
Diane Matsuda, a commissioner on the Historic Preservation Commission (HPC), 
addressed the board and gave some background on the landmarking of the Peace 
Pagoda. Matsuda passed out a document called Proposed Landmark Designations in 
San Francisco Japantown (Appendix D). In this document, it listed three Japantown 
sites as potential landmarking sites – Peace Pagoda, YWCA/Nihonmachi Little 
Friends, and Kinmon Gakuen. Matsuda reported the HPC directed the Planning 
Department staff to look into landmarking of the Pagoda and Peace Plaza last year. 
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Therefore, staff time at the Planning Department is currently dedicated to create a 
feasibility report on landmarking of the Pagoda and Peace Plaza. Matsuda 
commented that the Peace Plaza landmarking could be an issue if it was discovered 
that the plaza has been modified from its original design over the years. Matsuda 
announced that the HPC has created a sub-committee, Cultural Heritage Assets 
committee, which encourages the public to share stories of their neighborhood. 
Matusda reported that at the last Cultural Heritage Assets committee meeting, 
Supervisor Breed’s office was very supportive of the notion of landmarking the Peace 
Pagoda and encourage it being a priority. As a result, the Peace Pagoda will be first 
discussion point of the April 15, 2015 meeting of the HPC with the ultimate goal of 
having the Peace Pagoda as the first landmark of 2015. 
 
Board Comment: A question was raised as to what the benefits of landmarking brings 
to a building or structure? Matsuda mentioned that historic preservation is the utmost 
concern in landmarking any building or structure and that any modifications will be 
reviewed by the Historic Planning Commission. There was concern that there maybe 
inadequate time to do community outreach before the April 15 meeting. It was 
mentioned that the Buchanan Mall is a potential landmarking candidate as well. 
 

ii. Tonai mentioned that her committee invited representatives from Nihonmachi Little 
Friends and Kinmon Gakuen to attend their next meeting in March to discuss historic 
structures named in the plan. She also noted First Voice (Brenda Wong-Aoki and 
Mark Izu) is planning performances on May 10 using NLF, JACL, JCCCNC and 
Peace Plaza to tell the story of Japantown. Rich Hashimoto announced that they have 
secured the old Sanrio space for First Voice for the Mandala Exhibit. 

 
VI. New Business: No new business. 
 
VII. General Public Comments: No public comments. 

 
VIII. Staff Reports 
 

a. Crime / Other Project Reports (Greg Marutani) 
 
i. Crime Reports – Still no data available because of the police is putting their report 

data in another area and the boundary has changed. Hope to have a report as soon 
as the data is available. Hamaguchi directed that the crime statistics continue to be 
presented despite boundary changes. 
 

ii. American Disabilities Act (ADA) Meeting Update – Marutani reported that at the 
meeting sponsored by the MOED, 20 merchants attended the meeting. The MOED 
had two speakers and the information was valuable for all attended. Marutani 
reported that one Japantown business has gone through the Certified Access 
Specialist (CASp) Assessment and is going through the report findings. One other 
business has applied for the CASp assessment.  
 

iii. Japantown Power Washing Cleaning – Marutani reported that the JTF has a grant to 
power wash the sidewalks of Japantown but there are not enough funds for the entire 
business area. Therefore, Marutani reported that letters were sent to big property 
owners to encourage them to contribute to power washing the Japantown business 
area. Hotel Tomo has agreed to contribute money towards the power washing the 
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entire area. Kinokuniya has declined to contribute. Sundance Kabuki has been asked 
but no update at this point.  
 

IX. President’s Report (Alice Kawahatsu) 
 
a. Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO) / EMW Japanese Business Report.  

Kawahatsu reported that a group of six Japanese entrepreneurs visited Japantown on 
January 29th. Japantown was one of the stops on a west coast tour that several business 
people from Japan (majority were restaurant owners) to get idea on places to open 
businesses.  Kawahatsu reported that the tour group visited for over an hour and were 
shown a good part of the business area of Japantown except for Buchannan Mall.  

 
b. Clean Team Event at Civic Center – Kawahatsu reported that she, Rosalyn Tonai, her 

daughter, and Greg Viloria of JTF volunteered for the cleanup. The cleanup was well 
attended by city officials including Mayor Lee, Board President and Supervisor Breed, 
Recreation and Park Director Phil Ginsberg and others. Kawahatsu mentioned that she 
was able to talk to many city officials.  
 

c. JTF Board Orientation – Held on February 9. New board members were given a 
background on the JTF organization of what has been done in the past, what it’s 
processes are and what it’s future plan looks like.  

 
d. Japanese Tea Garden – Hamaguchi reported that the lease will be extended for another 

5 years. The second pagoda is in the Tea Garden is in need of repairs. Funds have 
been secured to do an estimate, which was approximately half of what the city expected. 
A presentation will be made at the next board meeting to go over the details and how the 
JTF can help.  

 
e. Day of Remembrance – To be held on February 22. There will be a presentation at the 

Kabuki theatre and a candlelight walk to the Japanese Cultural and Community Center 
of Northern California. Kawahatsu encouraged all to attend and donate. Tomo Hirai 
added that on February 21, the Nichi Bei Foundation is showing the Films of 
Remembrance at the New People Cinema.  
 

X. Announcements - No Announcements  
 
IX. President adjourned the meeting at 8:21 p.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 

 
 
Rosalyn Tonai 
Secretary  
 
 


