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A tiny home community funded by T.J. Rodgers in his hometown of
Oshkosh, Wis.

T.J. Rodgers thinks efforts he made to help the homeless in the two
places he calls home are good examples of how things should and
should not get done.
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The first one was in San Jose after the city bulldozed a homeless
encampment in December 2014. “They bulldozed where people
were living and threw their stuff in a garbage truck,” Rodgers said.

After doing some research, Rodgers learned of a way to build low
cost “tiny homes” using pre-fabricated building materials. So he
contacted Sam Liccardo, just after he became mayor of San Jose,
to offer to build 100 tiny homes at a cost of about $10 million.

“I had two things I needed from him,” Rodgers said. “They needed
to provide the land and keep the planning department off of my
back.”

Shortly afterwards, Rodgers said he got a call asking if he would
instead donate the $10 million so that the city could buy land for a
future homeless project. “I said no, I want to build the houses and
avoid the bureaucracy and you need to provide the land,” he said.
That was the end of discussions.

Looking back nine years later, Liccardo said Rodgers’ offer was
generous but ill-timed. The city didn’t own any property that could
be used, there was no city building code for tiny homes at that time
and a state law paving the way for them didn’t come until 2016.

“Getting a site and getting it approved for a project like that is the
hardest part,” said Liccardo this week. “We have built tiny homes
and dorms for people who need shelter since then but it wasn’t
possible when T.J. made his offer.”

Rodgers said he doesn’t blame Liccardo so much as the planning
bureaucracy and difficulty in overcoming neighborhood
resistance. “The bureaucracy serves the people who are fine with
the homeless having nowhere to live,” he said.

Two years ago, Rodgers learned that there were homeless people
in the Oshkosh, Wisconsin area where he was born and grew up.
Rodgers offered to pay $2.8 million to build 32 tiny homes and a
community center to house struggling families.

“When I talked to the city manager there he only asked who would
take care of the homes after they were built,” Rodgers said, adding
he partnered with a local nonprofit to run the community, which
will be completed this summer.
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Rodgers said the two experiences exemplify how to get things
done. “In Oshkosh the project was accelerated and in San Jose it
was blocked ... It is the difference between using planning to make
sure things get done right versus using planning as a weapon to
make you do things I want.

Cromwell Schubarth
TechFlash Editor - Silicon Valley Business Journal
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