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New Audit Finds Oakland Meets Vacant Property Tax
Spending Mandates But Clearer Goals, and Better
Monitoring and Reporting Are Needed

OAKLAND, Calif. (July 10, 2026): Yesterday, the Office of the City Auditor released a report titled
Performance Audit of Vacant Property Tax: Defined Goals, Reporting, and Oversight Needed to

Align Expenditures with Policy Goals. The report details findings and recommendations from the
Office of the City Auditor’s performance audit of the City of Oakland’s Vacant Property Tax, which
Oakland voters passed as Measure W in November 2018. The tax is a flat annual special tax —

$3,000 or $6,000 per vacant property, depending on whether the property is residential,
commercial, or undeveloped — to generate revenue for services to reduce homelessness, blight,
and related issues.

The audit covered fiscal years 2020-21 through 2025-26, and was the first audit conducted of the
Vacant Property Tax since its inception in fiscal year 2020-21. Oakland Municipal Code 4.56.070
states: “the City Auditor shall perform regular audits to ensure accountability and proper
disbursement of all revenue collected by the City from the tax...” The audit also reviewed the
process for identifying properties subject to the tax, its exemptions, revenues produced,
expenditures, and administrative costs.

The audit found:

e The Finance Department’s process for administering the Vacant Property Tax showed
signs of improvement over time and appears to effectively identify vacant properties.
Administrative procedures appear consistent with Municipal Code requirements.

e The City collected about $29.8 million in Vacant Property Tax revenue during the period
reviewed and spent about $26.8 million. Tax revenue was generally spent within allowable
uses. The Municipal Code requires that at least 25 percent of expenditures are spent on
illegal dumping and blight remediation, and no more than 15 percent is spent on
administrative costs.


mailto:dshupe@oaklandca.gov
https://www.oaklandauditor.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/20260709-Performance-Audit-of-the-Vacant-Property-Tax-1.pdf
https://www.oaklandauditor.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/20260709-Performance-Audit-of-the-Vacant-Property-Tax-1.pdf

e The City appeared to underutilize funds to support services for people at risk of or
experiencing homelessness, which is the primary purpose of the tax. Relatively low
amounts of the tax revenue were spent on homelessness services and housing assistance
during the period reviewed. lllegal dumping cleanup made up about two-thirds of the
spending.

e The City’s Commission on Homelessness, the tax’s oversight body, has not yet met its
oversight requirements to publish annual reports, and the City has not complied with state
law requiring annual reports delivered to the City Council detailing revenues,
expenditures, and the status of projects funded by the tax.

e The tax’s design has constraints that may limit revenues collected and the tax’s
effectiveness at incentivizing the development or use of vacant properties. While some
design constraints can be revised by the City Council with voter approval, others such as
the property tax limits established by California’s Proposition 13, are outside the City’s
authority.

The audit made three recommendations in response to the findings: 1) improve documentation
of administrative expenditures, 2) establish a baseline of vacant property trends and clearer goals
to regularly assess the tax’s effectiveness, and 3) improve accountability through the publication
of an annual report detailing revenues, expenditures, and projects funded by the tax. The City
Auditor’s Office will follow up on the status of the audit recommendations twice per year as part
of its semiannual audit recommendation follow-up process.

City Auditor Michael C. Houston commented on the audit results: “I am pleased that overall, this
audit had positive results. The City can strengthen its financial and performance reporting, but |
am glad to see that Measure W revenue was used in accordance with the law voters passed, and
that the processes to collect the tax have shown improvement.” City Auditor Houston also
underscored the importance of implementing the audit’s recommendations: “I look forward to
the Commission on Homelessness’s annual reporting and the annual expenditure and revenue
reports from the Finance Department which will deliver the oversight that the voters who passed
Measure W expected. | also look forward to the City collecting and analyzing data and adopting
and using performance metrics for the Vacant Property Tax so that City leadership and the
community can see that their tax dollars are being put to effective use.”
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You can read the full report here. The City Auditor is available for in-person, virtual, or phone
interviews. Please direct questions to Director of Communications, Dena Shupe (510) 725-1363.

-- More --


https://www.oaklandauditor.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/20260709-Performance-Audit-of-the-Vacant-Property-Tax-1.pdf

ABOUT OAKLAND'S CITY AUDITOR MICHAEL C. HOUSTON

A career public servant, Michael C. Houston, has been a government auditor and investigator for 18 years.
He worked as a performance auditor for the City of San Jose’s independent City Auditor’s Office from 2008
to 2017 and then as the Director of Compliance and Internal Control at California State University East Bay,
where he directed the audit and investigation functions between 2017 and 2019. Michael joined the
Oakland City Auditor’s Office in 2019 as the Whistleblower Program Manager and was promoted to be the
Assistant City Auditor in 2022. In a March 2024 Special Election, Michael was elected to complete the term
of the previous City Auditor, who resigned mid-term. Michael has a Master of Public Policy degree from
U.C. Berkeley, a Bachelor of Arts degree in History from Sonoma State University, and is a Certified Internal
Auditor.

ABOUT THE OAKLAND CITY AUDITOR'’S OFFICE

The City Auditor’s Office independently and objectively reviews City operations and services, and reports
on their performance to the public. The Office’s audits include recommendations to management and
those charged with governance and oversight, on how to improve services, reduce costs, and increase
public accountability. The Office conducts performance audits in accordance with Government Auditing
Standards set by the Government Accountability Office under the U.S. Comptroller General. The City
Auditor’s Office operates a Whistleblower Hotline to receive and investigate allegations of fraud, waste,
and abuse affecting or involving City of Oakland resources, employees, officials, or contractors. The Office
also prepares financial ballot analyses for proposed legislation in accordance with the City Charter, and
conducts analyses and reviews requested from the City Council. Visit www.oaklandauditor.com to learn
more about Oakland’s Office of the City Auditor or view a complete list of our released audits,
investigations, and annual reports.



