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ECONOMY: Path to Recovery Comes Into Focus
The East Bay, consisting of Alameda and Contra Costa counties, recorded a decline in job growth with nearly 113,000 jobs 
(-9.4%) lost year-over-year (YOY), bringing regional employment to just over 1.08 million. With this loss, the unemployment rate
correspondingly rose +410 basis points (bps) to 7.2%, significantly above the national rate of 6.0%. Upon the arrival of COVID-19 
in the U.S., the economy entered a historically unprecedented recession in March of 2020. In the East Bay, consumer services 
industries were severely impacted, particularly the restaurant and retail sectors. The commercial real estate market saw a decline 
in office occupancy levels due to government shelter-in place orders, while the warehousing and distribution sector recorded 
consistent growth due to increasing consumer reliance on online marketplaces. The recovery began in the late Spring of 2020 at a
slow clip because of uncertainty regarding a vaccine timeline for the novel disease. With the advent of reliable vaccines in early 
2021, the road to full recovery has become clearer and California is expected to fully reopen by June of 2021.

SUPPLY: Pandemic-Driven Rise in Vacancy
The vacancy rate in the East Bay Oakland office market was 16.8% at the end of the first quarter, up 120 bps from the end of 
2020, and up a substantial 590 bps from this time last year. While new product drove some of this increase, only 173,000 square 
feet (sf) of the nearly 2.0 million sf (msf) of vacant space added to the market in the last year was in new construction. Indeed, 
most of the space added was in existing givebacks, due in no small part to office tenants—particularly those occupying spaces 
under 10,000 sf—reevaluating their space needs amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. Sublease space also flooded the market over 
the past year with nearly 1.3 msf presently available, reaching levels not attained since the Dot-Com recession. Sublease 
givebacks were concentrated in the Oakland CBD, where there is 670,000 sf presently available, marking a 123% increase from 
this time last year. Vacancy is expected to continue rising in the near-term, and with no major projects delivering in the next year, 
this rise will be manifested exclusively in givebacks of existing space.

PRICING: Asking Rents Decline; Still Propped Up by Large Sublease Blocks
With the flurry of space hitting the market, asking rents recorded a corresponding decline, closing the first quarter at $4.45 per 
square foot (psf) on a monthly full-service basis, down $0.05 YOY. Though the Oakland CBD continues to skew the average up, 
rents there saw the most precipitous decline market-wide, falling $0.33 YOY to $5.09 psf. Additionally, and despite the decline,
rents continue to be propped up by several blocks of sublease space with top of the market pricing: The Square sublease, totaling 
134,000 sf in Downtown Oakland, is the most expensive pure office space on the market with an asking rate of $6.25 psf on a 
monthly industrial-gross basis. Though the roadmap to economic recovery has recently come into focus, full recovery is expected to 
take at least a year and asking rents are expected to decline in the coming months. 
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DEMAND: Decline in Traditional Office Requirements
Reflecting trends observed over the course of 2020, in which occupancy declined by nearly 1.30 msf, net absorption 
was in the red in the first quarter, totaling negative 406,685 sf and marking five consecutive quarters of occupancy 
losses. Declines were again concentrated in the Oakland CBD, where net absorption totaled negative 309,321 sf in the 
first quarter. While demand for traditional office space has dwindled due primarily to the ongoing pandemic, demand for 
life science space has steadily increased over the past year. Roughly half of the 1.14 msf of requirements in the 
marketplace are life science users and their share of demand tracking is expected to increase in the coming quarters 
indicating a potential structural change to the East Bay tenant mix in the near future. In recent months, the East Bay 
has captured a growing number of food-tech requirements in the life sciences sector, and we expect this trend to 
continue.

In Other News: Life Science Sector Fuels Construction Pipeline
While no new product was delivered in the first quarter, there is currently 335,000 sf of speculative flex space under 
construction at the South Loop Center project in South Alameda, slated for second quarter delivery and completely 
available. While no new pure office projects are scheduled to deliver or break ground in the coming year, the life 
science construction pipeline continues to swell with ground-up, conversion, and expansion projects. In the first 
quarter, the city of Emeryville approved BioMed Realty’s proposal to expand their Emeryville Center for Innovation with 
900,000 sf of new life science space. The existing building totals 285,000 sf and is fully occupied by Zymergen on a 
long-term lease following BioMed Realty’s acquisition of the site in 2019. This news follows Steelwave’s 2020 
announcement of a 145,000-sf speculative life science conversion in West Berkeley and reflects recent municipal 
efforts to court life science users. Considering the ongoing pandemic, the life science sector is highly active and the 
construction pipeline will likely fill with a growing number of life science projects to solve for the scant amount of space 
within that segment currently on the market.

AVERAGE ASKING RATE BY SUBMARKET (FULL SERVICE)

AVAILABILITIES BY SIZE SEGMENT

AVERAGE ASKING RATE BY CLASS (FULL SERVICE)Outlook

• Net absorption totaled negative 406,685 sf in the first quarter, following occupancy losses of nearly 1.3 msf
in 2020, essentially erasing the previous three years of occupancy gains. Decline is expected to be more 
muted in coming quarters, though still negative. 

• Corresponding with the deluge of space hitting the market, asking rents closed out the first quarter at 
$4.45 psf, having decreased $0.05 YOY. Rents will likely decline in the coming quarters, though will 
remain propped up by high-end blocks of recently renovated sublease space.

• Life sciences requirements currently make up half of the total volume of tracked demand and will likely 
account for a greater share in the coming quarters.
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SUBMARKET INVENTORY 
(SF)

SUBLET VACANT 
(SF)

DIRECT VACANT 
(SF)

OVERALL 
VACANCY RATE

CURRENT QTR 
OVERALL NET 
ABSORPTION

YTD OVERALL 
ABSORPTION (SF)

YTD LEASING 
ACTIVITY (SF)

UNDER CNSTR 
(SF)

OVERALL AVG 
ASKING RENT 

(ALL CLASSES)*

OVERALL AVG 
ASKING RENT 

(CLASS A)*

Richmond 2,734,643 12,537 217,739 8.4% 33,684 33,684 0 0 $2.16 $2.09 

West Berkeley 1,283,295 7,594 42,813 3.9% -12,094 -12,094 0 0 $3.39 $6.25

Berkeley CBD 2,517,148 34,057 119,833 6.1% -15,783 -15,783 7,186 0 $3.79 $3.40 

Emeryville 4,718,299 282,575 710,595 21.0% -77,378 -77,378 91,412 0 $4.34 $4.66

City Center Oakland CBD 6,159,724 314,309 1,397,296 27.8% -173,384 -173,384 4,850 0 $5.13 $5.24

Lake Merritt Oakland CBD 7,295,969 355,241 751,760 15.2% -135,937 -135,937 2,730 0 $5.03 $5.14

Jack London Square 1,738,426 9,569 128,931 8.0% -991 -991 11,828 0 $3.34 $2.85

Oakland Coliseum 2,055,859 19,649 106,915 6.2% 8,489 8,489 12,165 0 $2.20 $2.84

Northern Alameda 1,761,723 87,650 513,101 34.1% -37,413 -37,413 134,990 0 $4.28 $3.99

Southern Alameda 2,099,666 2,293 314,288 15.1% 4,122 4,122 0 197,000 $2.65 $3.49

CLASS BREAKDOWN

Class A 16,074,810 701,779 2,349,676 19.0% -310,536 -310,536 146,688 0 $4.91

Class B 12,932,308 423,695 1,473,144 14.7% -110,272 -110,272 79,076 0 $3.97

Office/Flex 3,357,634 0 480,451 14.3% 14,123 14,123 39,397 197,000 $2.73 

TOTALS 32,364,752 1,125,474 4,303,271 16.8% -406,685 -406,685 265,161 197,000 $4.45 $4.91

*Rental rates reflect full service asking

KEY LEASE TRANSACTIONS Q1 2021
PROPERTY SUBMARKET TENANT RSF TYPE

300 Wind River Way Alameda North Eat Just 77,130 New Lease

1145 Atlantic Avenue Alameda North Eat Just 39,397 New Lease

5858 Horton Street Emeryville Gingko Bioworks 32,038 New Lease

2200 Powell Street Emeryville BRG 20,256 New Lease

2200 Powell Street Emeryville Leapfrog 20,252 New Lease

KEY SALES TRANSACTIONS Q1 2021
PROPERTY SUBMARKET SELLER / BUYER SF PRICE / $PSF

Uptown Station Lake Merritt Oakland CBD CIM Group / Mapletree US Management 396,808 $420.0M / $1,058

1625 Shattuck Street Berkeley CBD Cohen Rojas Capital Partners / HTC America 27,155 $16.5M / $606
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Cushman & Wakefield (NYSE: CWK) is a leading global real 
estate services firm that delivers exceptional value for real 
estate occupiers and owners. Cushman & Wakefield is 
among the largest real estate services firms with 
approximately 50,000 employees in 400 offices and 60 
countries. In 2020, the firm had revenue of $7.8 billion across 
core services of property, facilities and project management, 
leasing, capital markets, valuation and other services. To 
learn more, visit www.cushmanwakefield.com or follow 
@CushWake on Twitter.
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