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The revitalization of LA's neglected
riveifront has gonefrom social-justice
crusade to money-soaked land grab.

By Richard Kreitner

MARCH 10,2016

B n the early 13th century, a wealthy merchant’s son

I knelt before a crucifix in a small, crumbling chapel
near Assisi, avillage in Italy, and received a message
from the Lord: “Go, Francis, and repair my house,
which as you see is falling into ruin.” Taking the
message literally, Francis began gathering stones to fix
up the dilapidated structure and two others nearby.
Some time later, while praying in one of those smaller
chapels—Our Lady of the Angels, or the Porziuncola



revelation: that only the poor were true Christians.
Francis gave away his remaining possessions and began
preaching the sanctity of humility, poverty, and peace.
Legend has it that a few years later, on August 2,1216,
he received a special indulgence from Pope Honorius
[11: unconditional absolution for anyone who visited the
Porziuncola on that date in the future.

Halfa millennium later, an expedition of soldiers and
Franciscan friars marched north from Spain’s colony in
Mexico to establish a military outpost on Monterey
Bay, in modern-day California. A few weeks into the
trip, on August 2,1769, the group camped beside a
“good-sized, full-flowing river,” Father Juan Crespi
wrote in his journal, “with very good water, pure and
fresh.” They named this “lush and pleasing spot”
Nuestra Senora la Reina de los Angeles del Rio
Porciuncula—Our Lady, Queen of the Angels, at the
Porciuncula River—after the holy day they had just
celebrated. It was “a most beautiful garden,” Crespi
observed, with “all the requisites for a large settlement”

The expedition moved on, but a decade later, the
Spanish established a town nearby, just downriver from
an indigenous village called Yangna. With a supply of
fresh water rare in such dry country, the town
prospered, and after it became part of an independent
Mexico in the 1820s and then part of the United States
in the 1840s, Los Angeles boomed. With this success,
however, the river came under severe strain. What had



made Los Angeles the fertile paradise depicted in
promotional brochures distributed widely in the East
now suffered as the city’s population soared, from
roughly 11,000 in 1880 to nearly 320,000 in 1910.

Recognizing that it would need another source of water,
William Mulholland, head of the city’s Department of
Water and Power, devised a plan to build a 233-mile
aqueduct from the Sierra Nevada to the San Fernando
Valley, just north of LA’s existing boundaries (events
that were later fictionalized in the 1974 film Chinatown).
Titanic Project to Give City a River, declared the front
page ofthe Los Angeles Times, as if it didn’t already have
one. Weeks later, a rival revealed that the paper’s
publisher, Harrison Gray Otis, and his son-in-law and
successor, Harry Chandler, had formed a secret cabal
that bought up land along the route and then flipped it
to the city for a profit.

Though the river was no longer much help to the city, it
could still inflict great harm. Because of the region’s dry
conditions, the river never carved awell-defined
channel to the sea; instead, it meandered erratically
across the vast floodplain now covered by the modern
metropolis. That dangerous unpredictability made the
Los Angeles Basin particularly prone to sudden, violent
floods. An especially catastrophic one in 1938 sealed the
river’s fate: Atthe city’s invitation, the Army Corps of
Engineers replaced its banks and most of its bottom
with 3.5 million barrels of cement. The river that had



given birth to the city was now a “water freeway,” a
corps official boasted—a means of moving fresh rainfall
into the ocean as quickly as possible.
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The Los Angeles River is about to be reborn. Winding
51 miles from the San Fernando Valley past downtown
and through South-Central cities like VVernon and
Compton, the long-ignored watercourse has become
the focus of an explosion of civic imagineering. In 2007,
after years of lobbying by a diverse coalition of artists,
planners, environmentalists, and social-justice activists,
the city approved a master plan that reconceived the
abandoned channel as “an urban treasure.” Covering
only the 32 miles that pass through the city, the plan
envisioned a river that at once provides “flood
protection and opportunities for recreational and
environmental enhancement, improves the aesthetics
of the region, enriches the quality of life for residents,
and helps sustain the economy ofthe region.” Bike
lanes and terraced banks were to replace the post-
apocalyptic hellscape featured in films like Repo Man
and Terminator 2.

Now, almost a decade later, the Army Corps of
Engineers is in the final stages of approving a variation
on those original themes: a $1.3 billion plan to restore
an 11-mile stretch ofthe river just north of downtown.
Pending congressional appropriations—the city and the



federal government will split the cost—the corps will
start to remove the concrete that it laid down 75 years
ago. The job should be finished some 20 years after
that.

But as ambitious as that plan sounds at a time when
large-scale, federally funded public-works projects are
about as common as the now-extinct California grizzly
bears that used to frequent the river’s banks, those 11
miles are only the beginning of what promises to be one
of the most dynamic urban transformations ofthe 21st
century. Thanks to new and resurgent urban trends like
“densification” and “adaptive reuse,” the Los Angeles
River is poised to become a new, unifying center for
this famously uncentered region, and an exemplar of
“best practices” for both ecological restoration and
urban regeneration. For the city’s young Democratic
mayor, Eric Garcetti, a longtime advocate of river
redevelopment, it’s a legacy initiative, and the
foundation for a likely future bid for national office.

“Wherever the river is, it connects all of us,” Garcetti
told me during an interview last September. “It
connects us physically. It connects us environmentally.
It connects us spiritually.”

However, many of the same activists who first drew the
city’s attention back to the river are concerned that
their idea has been appropriated by LA’s elite for its
own political and commercial ends. In a part of



Garecetti's former council district called Frogtown, more
than half of riverfront properties have changed hands
in the last three years, sale prices have more than
doubled, and rents have increased dramatically. Omar
Brownson, executive director ofthe LA River Corp.
(formerly the Los Angeles River Revitalization
Corporation), a nonprofit started by the city in 2007 to
spur development along the waterway, has described
the neighborhood as “the leading edge of what the LA
River can mean for a lot of other communities.”

And that’s precisely the fear of many current residents:
that because real-estate interests have been free to
speculate and exert influence without adequate public
oversight, the very people who fought for open spaces
in their neighborhoods along the river—among the least
wealthy and least healthy in LA, and with the fewest
public parks—may not be able to afford to stick around
long enough to enjoy them.

In the Chinatown offices of the Southeast Asian
Community Alliance (SEACA)—just above a trendy
Thai restaurant that was about to be opened—I met a
local activist named Daniel Paredes, a Frogtown
resident who was studying urban planning at the
University of California, Berkeley, a few years ago when
he learned that his family had been illegally evicted
from their apartment. Eventually, he said, the building’s
four low-income Latino families were replaced by
middle-class whites.



Paredes, now a labor organizer, helpfully walked me
through the sordid land-use history of downtown LA.
Early in the 20th century, Chinatown itselfwas moved
about a mile north to make way for Union Station; in
the early 1950s, the city, promising to build affordable
housing, forcibly removed Latino landowners from
nearby Chavez Ravine, only to give the land to the
newly arrived Dodgers for a baseball stadium; later,
Bunker Hill, a neighborhood of Victorian homes and
diverse populations, was razed to make way for a
district of (still partially vacant) skyscrapers and the
Frank Gehry-designed Walt Disney Concert Hall.
Many current residents of Chinatown, Frogtown, and
other river neighborhoods, Paredes said, are the same
people previously displaced from these other areas, or
their descendants.

“Is it again that moment when our neighborhoods have
to pay the cost ofthe city becoming ‘world-class’?” he
asked, using air quotes. “Kind of seems like it is.”

SEACA's executive director, Sissy Trinh, has been
pushing public officials to consider ways to prevent the
river revitalization from causing the kind of widespread
displacement that has accompanied such projects
elsewhere. Citing projections that redevelopment could
bring more than $5 billion in investment and create as
many as 18,000 jobs, Trinh told me that the city should
focus on ensuring that the money is prioritized for
affordable housing, workforce development, and



protecting families and small businesses from
displacement. One promising idea is the creation ofan
“Enhanced Infrastructure Financing District,” which
would direct the increased tax revenues from booming
neighborhoods into infrastructure upgrades and other
local projects that might help current residents stay in
their homes.

“We're not against the river,” Trinh assured me. “We

just want to make sure it’s going to benefit everybody
rather than push out the lowest-income residents who
invested in these neighborhoods when nobody cared.”

“Right now, it’s only a notion,” one Hollywood
partygoer tells another in Annie Hall “But | think | can
get money to make it into a concept, and later turn it
into an idea.”

That describes rather exactly the development of plans
for the Los Angeles River ever since the moment in
1985 when Texas-born poet and environmentalist Lewis
MacAdams and a few pals cut a hole in a chain-link
fence and descended into the riverbed, not far from
where the Spanish expedition had camped two
centuries earlier. “The scene was a latter-day urban
hell,” MacAdams recalled. “We asked the river ifwe
could speak for it in the human realm. We didn’t hear it
say no—and that was how Friends of the Los Angeles
River was born.”



In a follow-up performance, the poet painted himself
green and spoke as the ghost of William Mulholland.
He declared it “the first act of a 40-year artwork to
bring the Los Angeles River back to life through a
combination of art, politics, and magic.”

After the Mulholland performance, MacAdams’s
girlfriend left him, and a hostile Los Angeles Times critic
scoffed: “With friends like MacAdams, the river needs
no enemies.” Even after turning Friends ofthe Los
Angeles River into a formal nonprofit group,
MacAdams was considered ajoke, and his campaign to
restore the river’s natural ecology was seen as especially
quixotic at atime when local politicians were more
likely to propose converting the channel into an actual
freeway or even painting its concrete bottom blue to
make it look more like a “real” river. Until fairly
recently, public officials refused to even call it a river,
since most of its flow comes not from rainfall or the
basin’s depleted aquifer, but from a massive
wastewater-treatment facility in the San Fernando
Valley. Instead, they called it a “flood-control channel.”

Even so, MacAdams’s idea gained momentum, and the
cause was soon adopted not just by his fellow
environmentalists but by activists concerned with the
unjust distribution of open space across the city. A
unifying moment came in the late 1990s, when one of
the largest developers in LA announced plans to build a
large warehouse complex at the Cornfield, a heavily



polluted former industrial site near the river. Both river
advocates and neighborhood activists had long assumed
that the land would eventually be cleaned up and
included in a larger network of badly needed open
spaces along the river. After hearing of the company’s
plans, a group of environmental and social-justice
activists united to fight the development on the
grounds that it violated the civil rights of the area’s
predominantly poor and Latino residents. They
ultimately convinced the state to purchase the parcel,
which will finally open as the Los Angeles State Historic
Park later this year.

“This is considered one of the great environmental-
justice victories of the last century,” said Sean Woods,
superintendent of state parks in Los Angeles and a self-
described “bureaucratic activist,” speaking to me in his
office at the Cornfield. “We really need to use state
parks to alert people to social changes that impact
communities. Environmentalists have always focused
on preserving the land out there,” he added, gesturing
to the San Gabriel Mountains, which can be seen
towering over LA when they’re not obscured by smog.

“The people were left out. We're trying to change that.

Woods said he likes to call the Cornfield “the front
porch of Los Angeles.” The question now is: Who gets
to live in the newly renovated house?

* % %



Last summer, shortly after an Army Corps of Engineers
panel gave its preliminary approval to the city’s 11-mile
restoration plan, the LosAngeles Times reported that for
almost a year, the renowned architect Frank Gehry had
been secretly working for the Los Angeles River
Revitalization Corporation, the nonprofit created to
spur development along the river, preparing what
Mayor Garcetti proudly called “a master plan, in the
truest sense ofthe word,” for the river’s entire 51-mile
run.

The criticism prompted by the revelation was harsh
and swift. “Last time there was a single vision for the
L.A. River it involved 3 million barrels of concrete,”
MacAdams told the Los Angeles Times. “It’s the epitome
ofwrong-ended planning. It's not coming from the
bottom up. It’s coming from the top down.” Others
argued that Gehry’s recruitment proved that the
“greening” of the river, as the intention has long been
described, had acquired a new, more financially
inflected meaning: As Los Angeles Times architecture
critic Christopher Hawthorne noted, Gehry would
bring his “celebrity, connections and force of
personality to consolidate political support and
fundraising efforts.” Garcetti himself said that Gehry’s
involvement would “elevate this so the civic elite of L.A.
realizes this is not a hobby ofthe activists but one ofthe
grand projects of our time.”



Walking me through their work at the Gehry Partners
office in Marina del Rey, the company’s designated
river architects, Anand Devarajan and Tensho
Takemori, played down their role, explaining that they
had spent almost a year merely “getting up to speed,”
studying “what the opportunities are” and “what an
identity for the river might be,” with a focus on water
reclamation and flood control. But the firm’s ambitions
are obviously larger. “If the mayor sticks with us, he’s
going to make it a beautiful thing,” Gehry told a
journalist late last year.

But activists aren’t ready to hand the Los Angeles River
over to the city’s elite just yet. After the Gehry news
broke, the community-elected neighborhood council in
Atwater Village, just upriver from Frogtown, sent a
letter to Garcetti saying they were “shocked and
dismayed” by the LA River Corp.’s “abject lack of
openness and transparency.” Though the organization
“is not accountable to the public, has to date achieved
nothing tangible and remains shrouded in secrecy,” the
council charged, the mayor has allowed it to usurp the
“core government function of directing the public
expense for, and development of, such a treasured
public asset as the L.A. River.”

Several people | met with spoke about the striking
alignments of interest among the mayor, the River
Corp., and the city’s power elite with regard to the
project. Consider the activities of Morton La Kretz, the



wealthy developer who pledged nearly $5 million for
what the River Corp. calls on its website “the first
philanthropically-funded bridge in Los Angeles,” a
pedestrian/equestrian span from Atwater to Griffith
Park. When it became clear that another $4 million
would be needed to complete the bridge, the city,
county, and state agreed to fund the rest. At the time,
Garcetti praised La Kretz Crossing as “the kind of
public-private partnership we need to continue
bringing new life to the river and the neighborhoods
around it.” Only later was it revealed that the La Kretz
family owns land along the river near the bridge, which
they hoped to have rezoned and developed into a 60-
unit subdivision,

Then, last summer, the city sought to rezone for
commercial use a parcel that La Kretz owns in
Frogtown abutting a new riverfront park; the original
designation of open space, La Kretz's attorney
suggested, “likely was the result of a clerical mapping
error.” Environmentalists cried foul, but Garcetti
submitted a comment in support of the change. (A
message that | left for La Kretz, who is now on the
board ofthe River Corp., wasn't returned; Daniel
Tellalian, an economic-development consultant who
advises La Kretz and is also on the River Corp. board,
declined to comment on the record as well.)



“There’s tons of public money coming into this project,”
one member of the Atwater Neighborhood Council
pointed out. “Who is going to hold who accountable for
what?”

At a cafe in the Arts District, a newly hip river
neighborhood, | met with MacAdams and the
celebrated landscape architect Mia Lehrer, a member
of the Friends of the Los Angeles River board, whose
firm was largely responsible for the 2007 revitalization
plan now put in jeopardy by Gehry’s work. Lehrer told
me that she’d been the person who introduced La Kretz
to the River Corp., but that she hadn’t known he owned
property along the river.

“l thought he just wanted to do something for the
citizens of the world,” Lehrer said, noting that La Kretz
Is almost 90 years old. “Does he need more millions?”

“It’s like that scene in ChinatownMacAdams observed,
“when Jack Nicholson asks John Huston, who's like 85,
‘What matters so much?" And Huston goes, ‘The future,
Mr. Gittes! The future!”

o i

Omar Brownson, executive director of the LA River
Corp., describes himselfon LinkedlIn as an
“entrepreneur” who wants to “push the envelope of
combining causes and capital.” A former chairman of
the Liberty Hill Foundation, an influential progressive



nonprofit in LA, Brownson studied urban planning at
Harvard, where he was part of a team that won a
prestigious national award for designing a plan—"“City
Beautiful + City Real’—for Washington, DC. It
proposed a ““fulcrum’ around which a transit-oriented
mixed-use neighborhood can develop, serving as a live-
work community of a ‘creative class’ of residents.” More
than a decade later and 3,000 miles to the west,
Brownson is well-positioned to implement those plans.

The River Corp. was “created to be an entrepreneurial
organization that can work across the public, private,
and philanthropic sectors,” Brownson told me in the
group’s office. Nominally independent from the city,
the nonprofit represents what Brownson sees as a “new
generation of leadership” in LA, dedicated to the shared
“recognition that government alone can’'t do the work”
to redevelop the river. Its donors include banks,
aerospace companies, and utilities, as well as
philanthropic foundations and Los Angeles County. Its
board, led by a former corps official, boasts several real-
estate developers, lawyers, executives at film studios
with lots abutting the river (including Warner Bros.’
Dee Dee Myers, a former White House press secretary
under Bill Clinton), and Harry B. Chandler, great-
grandson of the notorious Los Angeles Times publisher.

These are the people who knew almost a year before
the public that one of the most famous architects in the
world was working on a “master plan” for the LA River.



“It's one thing to generate an idea; it's another to
actually figure out how to implement it,” Brownson
said, in an implicit reference to MacAdams. The River
Corp. has the “freedom to ask questions and make
recommendations that no single agency has the
authority to do.” The point, he added, is to “break
through the red tape and the political jurisdictions
along the river.”

When | asked Brownson whether he was concerned
about potential conflicts of interest on his board, the
steward for key aspects of Garcetti’s legacy initiative
seemed to take a deep dive into a dark and quiet
internal sea. When he resurfaced, he spoke about the
river as “an opportunity for LA to invest in itself,”
“something we can leave to our children,” and “a space
where we can discover our better selves.” When | asked
the question again, Brownson said only that the River
Corp. requires its board members to submit conflict-of-
interest statements—to the board itself.

Shortly after we spoke, the River Corp. hired 270
Strategies, a consulting firm founded by Obama-
campaign veterans, to “give local communities a sense
of ownership both in the planning and in the ongoing
use of the project.” That “sense of ownership” is very
different, of course, from ownership itself.



In the late 1920s, the Los Angeles Chamber of
Commerce, prompted by a plea from Mary Pickford,
the silent-film star known as “America’s Sweetheart,”
convened a Citizens' Committee to study the city’s
appalling lack of public parks. In a decade marked by
political conservatism, when there was scant
government support for civic improvements, the city’s
private citizens were the primary source for funds.
They were often inspired by noblesse oblige: parks,
explained one Chamber of Commerce board member,
would offer “breathing space for those unfortunate in
not having estates.”

The Citizens’ Committee sought out the “best brains in
the United States” to produce a plan for the creation or
preservation of open public space. They chose two
leading firms for the job: Olmsted Brothers of
Brookline, Massachusetts, led by the sons of Frederick
Law Olmsted Sr., the designer of Central Park and the
founder of American landscape architecture (and of The
Nation), and Harland Bartholomew & Associates, city
planners from St. Louis.

Early in 1930, the firms returned with an ambitious
study in which they recommended spending $230.1
million to expand public access to nature throughout
the region. Their proposals included the construction of
a 440-mile network of lush, landscaped parkways, at the
center ofwhich was the stretch ofthe LA River that the
Army Corps of Engineers will restore. Most



impressively, the plan’s authors were not oblivious to
the importance of parks for the poor. “Those of lower
incomes,” the report said, “should be given first
consideration, not only for their own good but for the
welfare ofthe community.”

But the Chamber of Commerce swiftly suppressed the
plan it had solicited, with one member denouncing it as
“a radical measure.” Business leaders didn’t want to
raise taxes to pay for it, or take valuable real estate out
of circulation, or allow the establishment of a regional
parks authority, as had been suggested in the report-
all ofwhich would have diminished their power and
profits.

In the report, the Olmsteds and Bartholomew had
issued a prescient warning concerning the
consequences of inaction. “With the growth of a great
metropolis here, the absence of parks will make living
conditions less and less attractive, less and less
wholesome,” the planners said. “In so far, therefore, as
the people fail to show the understanding, courage, and
organizing ability necessary at this crisis, the growth of
the Region will tend to strangle itself.”

“Awindow into a lost future,” as historian Mike Davis
has called it, the Olmsted plan would have created a
very different LA. “A dramatically enlarged commons,
not the private subdivision, might have become the
commanding element in the Southern California



landscape,” Davis wrote in his 1995 essay “How Eden
Lost Its Garden.” “The speculative real estate market
might have been counterbalanced by a vigorous social
democracy.”

Instead, the city’s elite killed the Olmsted plan because
it served their interests to do so. These days, their
successors are reviving it for the very same reason.

“LA is America—only worse,” Andrew Kopkind wrote in
these pages after the Rodney King riots of 1992, quoting
activist and Mother Jones cofounder Paul Jacobs. That's
true not only of the city’s social tensions, but also of its
relationship to the natural environment. Smog-befouled
Los Angeles, the Eden that paved over its garden, is a
symbol ofthe patterns of development that have led to
rising seas, intense droughts, and furious storms. The
late-1930s decision to euthanize the river rather than
revive it represents the more general choice that the
United States took in the 20th century: growth over
sustainability, industry over ecology. This explains the
allure of the plan to restore the Los Angeles River: If
you can green it there, you can green it anywhere. The
lost future may yet be regained.

The risk, however, is that attempts to correct the
mistakes of the last century may only compound the
defining problems of this one: the privatization of the
nublic snhere. the worsening: disnarities of wealth and



power between the many and the few. “Ifwe do it
right,” Gehry said at an event in September, “we can
really make the High Line look like a little pishy thing.
Given that Manhattan’s elevated park, at merely 1/35th
the length of the river, has helped transform the
surrounding neighborhood into a playground for the

rich, residents of LA’s river-adjacent communities are
right to be concerned.

In Laudato Si'; On Carefor Our Common Home, his
encyclical about climate change, Pope Francis writes
about how “we find beautiful and carefully manicured
green spaces in so-called ‘safer’ areas of cities, but not
in the more hidden areas where the disposable of
society live.” Haughty detachment from the poor often
“exists side by side with ‘green’ rhetoric,” the encyclical
notes.

Eight hundred years ago, the pope’s predecessor
offered absolution for pilgrims to St. Francis’s “little
portion” of land outside Assisi. “We are faced not with
two separate crises, one environmental and the other
social, but rather with one complex crisis which is both
social and environmental,” the saint’s namesake
observes. Only ifthe plan to revive the Los Angeles
River is truly designed to address that “complex crisis”
will the city founded as El Pueblo de Nuestra Senora la



Reina de los Angeles del Rio de Porciuncula finally earn
its name as a place where ruins are repaired and sins

redeemed. e
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