
 

 

 

 

North Bay CRE: How We Got Here & Where We’re Headed 

If you’ve ever wondered why Marin, Sonoma, and Napa feel so different from the rest of the 

Bay Area — in terms of growth, development patterns, and real estate values — the answer lies 

in a unique mix of history, policy, and local culture. 

A few highlights from my recent deep dive into our region’s commercial and apartment 

development: 

●​ Infrastructure Changed Everything: The Golden Gate Bridge (1937) and 

Richmond–San Rafael Bridge (1956) opened the door for suburban expansion. 

Highway 101 stitched it all together. Still, the North Bay skipped BART and most 

large-scale infrastructure, which has kept things more low-rise and car-centric. 

●​ Post-War Boom, Followed by Pushback: Like the rest of the U.S., the North Bay grew 

rapidly in the 1950s and ’60s. But starting in the '70s, places like Petaluma and Marin 

pushed back hard — downzoning, adopting urban growth boundaries, and using 

environmental law (CEQA) to limit what could be built and where. 

●​ Napa Took a Different Route: The 1968 Ag Preserve locked away tens of thousands of 

acres for farming and wine, stopping sprawl in its tracks. It’s kept land scarce — and 

values high. 

●​ NIMBY Culture Took Root: Even modest apartment projects have faced decades of 

resistance. The outcome? Very little new multifamily housing, and even less turnover. 

Supply constraints drive up rents and property values — good for landlords, but tough 

for tenants and employers. 

●​ Limited Inventory = High Demand: Office, retail, and industrial properties tend to 

lease and sell quickly — when they hit the market at all. Rents are high, but vacancy is 

often low. Multifamily, especially in Marin, has become a prized (and rare) investment. 

●​ What’s Next? State housing mandates (RHNA) are putting pressure on cities to 

upzone. Some are pushing back, others are quietly cooperating. Mall redevelopments, 

adaptive reuse, and infill TODs (transit-oriented developments) are where the action is 

likely to be. Watch areas near SMART train stations, aging shopping centers, and 

publicly owned surplus land. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Bottom line: The North Bay market was shaped by decisions made decades ago — decisions 

that still impact property values, development timelines, and investor opportunities today. If 

you're thinking about how to position yourself for what’s next, now’s the time to pay attention. 

Let me know if you’d like a copy of the full 30+ page report. 

 

Testimonial:"Ces helped me identify a property that met my needs. He diligently uncovered 

hidden issues and expertly guided me through the process, working closely with me to address 

challenges as they arose. He is a great advocate and I highly recommend Ces to anyone looking 

to buy or sell investment real estate." —Lisa Jackson, Property Investor 

 

 

 

 

 


