LA’s Next Frontier:
Capturing Opportunities for New Housing,
Economic Growth, and Sustainable
Development in LA River Communities

The Taylor Yards Crossing Community Bridge, proposed by Studio Pali Fekete architects [SPF:a]

2

3

About Us
The LABC Institute is a forward-thinking research and education organization dedicated to
strengthening the sustainable economy of California, particularly the Southern California region.
Founded in 2010, the LABC Institute provides a bridge between the business, government,
environmental, labor and nonprofit communities of Southern California to develop policies and
programs that promote investment, jobs and business development. We are the research and
education arm of the Los Angeles Business Council, one of the most respected business advocacy
organizations in Southern California.

A Coordinated Approach
The LABC Institute collaborates with diverse community stakeholders and world class institutions –
USC, UCLA, CalTech and others – to conduct research leading to policies and programs that help build
healthy communities. Our research focuses on environmental and sustainability best practices that
also promote investment and economic development in Southern California.
The results of our research influence a broad range of leaders – including governmental officials,
business executives, journalists and directors of community-based organizations – who engage with
our work in informal settings and at Institute-sponsored summits, conferences and forums that help
shape the public policy agenda.

Achieving Measureable Results
The LABC Institute’s ground-breaking research on new energy policies has earned national
recognition. Our innovative work on rooftop solar energy options led directly to the implementation of
the Feed-in Tariff program, adopted in the spring of 2012 by the City of Los Angeles and the Los
Angeles Department of Water and Power. The solar rooftop program will spur new investments and
create a significant number of high-quality jobs in Los Angeles.

Our Partners
The LABC Institute works with national experts and scholars, many based in Southern California, who
contribute significantly to our research efforts. These partners include many of the region’s leading
research institutions, including the University of Southern California; University of California, Los
Angeles; Loyola Marymount University; and the California Institute of Technology. Subject area expertise
is provided by government leaders at such agencies as the Departments of Energy and Housing and
Urban Development, as well as key committee members in Congress and the California legislature.
Our ongoing educational partners include the California Governor’s Office, the Los Angeles Mayor’s
Office, the California Air Resources Board, and the California Public Utilities Commission.
For nearly every policy area, the LABC Institute, working with the Los Angeles Business Council,
forms a coalition of business, academic, environmental, labor, social justice and nonprofit
stakeholders to help raise visibility for the research and drive recommended policies forward.

Our Supporters
The LABC Institute depends on the generosity of our supporters, which include a range of
institutions, foundations and individuals, including the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the
11th Hour Project, Bank of America, Rockefeller Brothers Fund, JPMorgan Chase, Wells Fargo,
Bank of America and the Gilbert Foundation.
The LABC Institute is a tax-exempt 501c3 organization, and is strictly nonpartisan.
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A Livable River
Since 2012, the LABC Institute has emphasized the need to develop livable communities that include
a substantial workforce housing component as a part of a comprehensive economic development
strategy for the region. Livable communities are those which have a balanced mix of residential and
commercial uses, tied together through public transit connections, bicycle and pedestrian paths, and
mobility hubs. Rapid expansion of the Los Angeles transit network is providing an incredible opportunity to
widen the developable footprint around transit stations and connect livable communities like never before.
While we work to incentivize high quality, livable development in the region, it is critical to expand
the supply of affordable and workforce housing for those earning between 50 and 120 percent of the
Area Median Income (“AMI”). In Los Angeles County, annual funding for lower-income affordable
housing (80 percent AMI or below) has fallen dramatically, from $732 million in 2008 to $164 million
in 2013—a 78 percent decline in just five years (California Housing Partnership Corporation, 2014).
Workforce housing, which is affordable to those earning between 80 and 120 percent of AMI and
essential to housing moderate-income residents such as teachers, public servants, and young
employees, has similarly suffered from a lack of supply and funding. Without an increased supply of
affordable and workforce housing, Los Angeles could see much of its workforce—and subsequently,
economic activity—depart to regions with less cost-burdened housing markets.
The Los Angeles River revitalization presents a unique opportunity to develop underutilized land and
build new transportation connections, creating a cohesive series of sustainable, thriving, equitable
communities throughout Los Angeles County. Successful redevelopment along the river will be a key
component of the region’s sustainable growth strategy for years to come.
This report explores the numerous opportunities for development along the river and into the
surrounding neighborhoods, and begins with a look at the past and present conditions of the LA River
and its adjacent communities. It is followed by a summary of the potential the river holds for
revitalization and sustainable development and a brief analysis of the multitude of strategic efforts
that have taken place to plan for growth along the river.
Later, we explore a number of innovative financing tools that can be employed to pay for residential,
commercial, and infrastructure development in river communities. Our analysis places special
emphasis on two promising financing tools: value capture and tax increment financing facilitated
through Enhanced Infrastructure Financing Districts, and a new stormwater recapture credit program
built, in part, on the principles of California’s groundbreaking carbon cap-and-trade program. Properly
implemented, this stormwater program will encourage more efficient investments in stormwater
recapture while meeting or exceeding retention goals, will reduce the costs of development, and will
generate additional public revenues for community reinvestment. We include recommendations for
how to “make the market” and fund the public purchase of stormwater credits from early-adopters,
thereby establishing the program as a proven marketplace and ensuring its future sustainability.
Finally, we show how the City of Los Angeles can take the lead in developing a comprehensive developer’s
toolkit to encourage livable community development centered on the LA River, with implementation
recommendations that have short-term, mid-term and long-term time horizons. With leadership from the City
to lay the foundation for a comprehensive governance structure and oversee the river’s revitalization and
development, these recommendations can be employed to direct targeted, sustainable growth along the entire
length of the river and have a lasting impact on the quality of lifeof residents throughout the Los Angeles region.

Developer’s Toolkit:
•
•
•
•
•

Project financing through establishment of EIFDs
Design guidelines created with local stakeholder input
Expedited plan check and permitting for projects complying with design guidelines
True by-right development through revision of Site Plan Review process
Increased density bonus incentives for projects that include workforce housing
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Key Values and Goals of River Revitalization:
•
•
•
•

Employment Growth
Market-Rate and Affordable Housing Production
Ecosystem Recovery and Pollution Reduction
Stormwater and Wastewater Retention

• Transportation and Accessibility
• Public Health and Safety
• Social Engagement and Community-Building

History And Background Of The Los Angeles River
The Los Angeles River has a long history as a source of vitality for our region and our city. Before
being settled by the Spanish in the late 1700s, for thousands of years the riverlands were home to the
Tongva people, who benefited from its rich wetland, marsh, and forest habitats. The Pueblo de Los
Ángeles, which over the generations grew into the metropolitan area we know today, was founded
in 1781 near today’s Union Station, just a few blocks from the river.
Before the 20th century the LA River ran wild and unpredictable, changing course between a westward
path along Ballona Creek and a southward track towards San Pedro Bay. These shifts resulted in
regular flooding, and as the region grew increasingly settled and became an agricultural powerhouse,
the cost and impact of these floods became more severe.
The City made early efforts to manage flooding through the construction of dams, but adequate control
wasn’t established until a series of major floods from the 1910s to the 1930s spurred the federal
government to action. The Los Angeles Flood of 1938 damaged or destroyed over 1/3 of Los Angeles
and resulted in the loss of 115 lives, driving Congress to direct the Army Corps of Engineers to build
a concrete channel to contain the river’s flow and rapidly shuttle water to the ocean during times of
heavy rainfall, protecting the region’s residents and businesses from dangerous, costly flooding.
The channelization of the 51-miles of the Los Angeles River was completed more than 50 years ago,
in 1960. The channel begins in Canoga Park in the San Fernando Valley, traveling east toward Griffith
Park and past the cities of Burbank and Glendale, then southward past Downtown LA and a number of
smaller LA County municipalities before arriving at San Pedro Bay, next door to the Port of Long Beach.
Along its first 32 miles, all within the City of Los Angeles, the river flows through 10 Council Districts,
20 Neighborhood Councils, and 10 Community Planning Areas (City of Los Angeles, 2007).

The River Today
Channelization of the LA River helped achieve the flood management goals of the City and the Army
Corps of Engineers, but the security of a managed flood channel came at the cost of verdant riparian
habitats that had drawn the Tongva and the Spanish settlers to its banks many years before. The
habitats once native to the river were lost, and heavy industry, warehouses, and other uses incompatible
with vibrant mixed-use communities moved in alongside the channel, dividing river-adjacent
neighborhoods from one another and isolating them from nature. Generations later, many of these
communities continue to be characterized by high levels of poverty, limited access to parks and open
space, and a higher burden of pollution than most other state and county communities.
Despite its current state of disinvestment, numerous groups have recognized the environmental,
social, and economic potential of a restored Los Angeles River ecosystem. These groups have been
pushing for investment in a revitalized river for many years, and their work culminated in the
development of the Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan (LARRMP), completed in May 2007.
The Plan identified four core principles to follow as the river and its surrounding communities were
engaged in a process of renewal and reinvestment:
1
2
3
4

Revitalize the River
Green the Neighborhoods
Capture Community Opportunities
Create Value
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Other programs underway include the much-heralded partnership between the City and the Army
Corps of Engineers to invest upwards of $1 billion in the revitalization of an 11-mile section of the river
near Griffith Park, efforts to connect all 51 miles of the river with a continuous greenway bicycle and
pedestrian path (Greenway 2020), and myriad other initiatives aimed at restoring the river ecosystem
and improving quality of life for those living in river-adjacent communities.

Taylor Yards in Northeast Los Angeles, existing and as proposed in the US Army Corps of Engineers’ draft plan for ecosystem
restoration. Copyright City of Los Angeles/US Army Corps of Engineers from The Los Angeles River Draft Ecosystem Restoration
Integrated Feasibility Report (2013)

Restoration and revitalization of the Los Angeles River is no longer just an idea, but a movement
whose time has finally arrived. Forward-thinking planning will be needed to ensure that growth
and development along the river is managed collaboratively, comprehensively, and in a way that
fairly distributes the benefits of redevelopment and reinvestment. Now is the ideal time to explore
complementary efforts—in addition to funding options and governance structures—that will help
the region and its residents achieve the shared goals of a revitalized river ecosystem, sustainable
and equitable community redevelopment, cultivation of new business and employment opportunities,
and safe, healthy options for physical activity and social engagement.
Building off of the work and valued input of long-time stakeholders in local government, non-profit
advocacy, neighborhood groups, business, and real estate development, this report seeks to identify
best practices and create a framework to ensure that every community can be a part of and benefit
from the Los Angeles River’s bright future.
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River Communities: Where They’re Headed
As Los Angeles and the rest of the nation have recovered from the debilitating impacts of the
Great Recession and associated housing crash, change has come rapidly to many river-adjacent
communities. Similar to the approach taken in the LABC Institute’s Annual Livable Communities
Reports in years past, we sought to measure those changes and determine which communities along
the river have shown indications, over the past several years, that they may be best poised to attract
additional investment, residents, and businesses in the years to come.

Balanced Employment Growth Along the River
From 2010 to 2014, many areas along the LA River corridor saw substantial employment growth; as with
housing and population, much of this growth took place in the area from the West San Fernando Valley to
North Hollywood and Studio City. Downtown and the surrounding area also experienced significant increases
in employment, particularly around Metro subway and light rail stations (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) (Esri, 2014).
The balanced nature of this growth supports the LABC Institute’s belief that many river-adjacent communities
are ripe for revitalization and reinvestment, bringing new amenities and job opportunities to a broad crosssection of the city and county population. At the same time, a concentration of opportunities at redevelopment
“nodes”—locations such as Warner Center and Canoga Park, Studio City and North Hollywood, and much
of the area to the north and northeast of Downtown—
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Strong Population Growth Across the River Corridor
In evaluating the population change between 2010 and 2013, we begin to see three nodes of growth
appear: Warner Center and its surrounding neighborhoods, the Studio City-North Hollywood region where
the Red Line and Orange Line transit routes intersect, and the area in and around Downtown LA (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010 and 2013). Each of these nodes attracted thousands of new residents over this time period.

Population Change in River-Adjacent Communities, 2010-2013
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Housing Unit Growth Focused in Select Neighborhoods
Similar to population, increases in housing tended to be concentrated in three nodes near the western
terminus of the Orange Line, the area around North Hollywood and Studio City, and in Downtown LA and
nearby regions of Northeast LA (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010, 2013). Such growth indicates residents’ willingness
to support increased investment in their communities, and represents an expression of confidence on the part
of developers and business owners that these areas will continue to attract more residents in the future.

Net New Housing Units in River-Adjacent Communities, 2010-2013
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Significant Gains in Car-Free Mode Share
Many census tracts within a one-mile radius of the LA River saw a significant increase in residents
who rely upon car-free transportation modes for their commuting trips (transit, walking, and bicycling),
particularly in the area between Encino and Reseda, in neighborhoods near Griffith Park, and to the
north and east of Downtown Los Angeles (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010, 2013). These increases represent
thousands of residents that will benefit from accessibility and street safety improvements, and should
serve as examples of what is possible, even with limited investments, for other communities that have
not yet adopted less car-dependent lifestyles1. The lack of any large areas with widespread mode shift
is evidence that there is still much work to be done to create the right type of development around
transit hubs, and to allow Los Angeles residents and employees to get out of their cars and into
alternate modes of transportation.

Change in Car-Free Mode Share in River-Adjacent Communities, 2010-2013
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Highest Burden of Pollution in River-Adjacent Communities
CalEnviroScreen is a screening methodology used by the state to identify communities that suffer a
disproportionate pollution burden and are most vulnerable to its ill effects, due to negative socioeconomic
and health indicators such as high rates of poverty, low average birth weights, and large numbers of
asthma-related hospital visits. Based on these indicators, CalEnviroScreen ranks communities from leastburdened (low percentile score) to most-burdened (high percentile score) by pollution.
Census tracts in the 91st to 100th percentile are considered the most burdened in the state—the worst
10 percent—and LA County has a disproportionate share: 19 percent of census tracts in the county
rank among the most-burdened in the state, compared to just 10 percent of census tracts statewide.
When this analysis examines just the census tracts within ½-mile of the LA River, that proportion jumps
to a shocking 37 percent (State of California Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, 2014).
Although this is not a comparison over time as with the above demographic and employment data, it
highlights the challenges currently faced by many river-adjacent communities, and the value that
investments in sustainable infrastructure and new development can bring to some of the region’s
most disadvantaged residents.

1 Note: Change in car-free mode share represents an absolute change (e.g., a census tract with 1% car-free

mode share in 2010 with a 10% increase would have an 11% car-free mode share in 2013, not a 1.1% share).
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River Revitalization: Challenges And Opportunities
In previous years, the LABC Institute’s Annual Livable Communities Report identified a vital need for
equitable community redevelopment throughout Los Angeles; it also highlighted many of the obstacles
that stand in the way of realizing that vision. The LA River Revitalization Master Plan was released in
2007. Since that time, the decline and subsequent recovery of local housing and employment markets
have heightened concerns over the potential impacts of gentrification and displacement in many of
LA's diverse and historic river communities.
Recovery in employment has been bimodal, with strong gains in the low-wage and high-wage sectors
and relatively modest increases in middle-class job opportunities (Hsu, 2014). Improvements in the
housing sector have been uneven as well, with homeowners in wealthy neighborhoods seeing rapid
appreciation in the value of their homes since the housing crash, while homeowners in lower-income
and working class neighborhoods have seen little improvement since they purchased their homes,
with many mortgages still underwater (PropertyShark, 2015). Renters continue to face a tight market,
with little relief in sight: Rents are increasing far more quickly than wages, and many residents face
the prospect of displacement to neighborhoods with less access to parks and social gathering spaces,
and fewer affordable transportation options and employment opportunities.
Various river revitalization initiatives offer opportunities to bolster our region’s ongoing economic
recovery while ensuring that market forces are managed for the benefit of not just the lucky few, but
for all city and county residents. These opportunities extend to nearly every facet of our residents’
lives; many of these potential impacts are summarized below.
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Employment Growth
Recovery from the Great Recession has been a long, protracted process. To
this day, the City hasyet to match its pre-crash employment rate, and its recovery
has stubbornly lagged behind that of California and the nation as a whole (State
of California Employment Development Department, 2015). Los Angeles is
particularly in need of jobs that are accessible to middle- and working-class
residents, many of whom worked in the industrial, manufacturing, and
warehousing businesses once prevalent along the river. As we move ahead
investing billions of dollars in our river and the communities along its banks,
creating opportunities for job growth in new, broadly-accessible industries will be
a central aim of the Los Angeles Business Council and its partners.

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES (February 2015)
United States

5.5%

California

6.7%

Los Angeles County

7.8%

City of Los Angeles*

8.1%

*Data for City of Los Angeles not seasonally adjusted

Market-Rate and Affordable Housing Production
Housing affordability is a growing concern in LA County, with rapid appreciation of homes leading to
displacement of many lower-income and working-class families. According to a recent study by the
California Housing Partnership Corporation, LA County needs almost 500,000 more units that are
affordable to households earning less than 50 percent of the metropolitan area median income
(California Housing Partnership Corporation, 2014). Mayor Garcetti has set admirable goals in his
Sustainable City pLAn to build 100,000 new residential units by 2021, and begin construction of 17,000 of
those new units within 1,500 feet of transit by 2017. Furthermore, the Mayor set a goal to reduce the
number of LA households who are severely rent-burdened by 10% by 2025 and Metro's Board recently
voted to establish a portfolio-wide goal to ensure that at least 35%
of all residential units developed on Metro land are affordable to low-income residents. Funding
assistance from a variety of sources - among them Metro resources and revenues from the state's
growing cap-and-trade fund - will help us ensure that many of the new units are reserved for lowerincome households.
Reversing the history of disinvestment along the river corridor presents an excellent opportunity to
build many of those hoped-for housing units in sustainable, transit-oriented and active transportationoriented communities. At the same time, we must balance new development with preservation of
existing housing—especially market-rate units that have historically been affordable to lower- and
middle-income renters. Taken together, these efforts will help counter the displacement of long-time
residents and provide new options for current and future residents of revitalized river communities.

Artist’s rendering of new residential development featuring
pedestrian access to the LA River. Copyright City of Los Angeles
from the Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan (2007)
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Ecosystem Recovery and Pollution Reduction
The Los Angeles River is currently the destination for polluting, waste-ridden runoff from throughout
the region. Under these circumstances, most sections of the river have been unable to support a
riparian habitat for many decades. Industrial uses along the river further contribute to poor local
environmental conditions, not just for the river but for nearby residents as well.
As highlighted earlier in the report, according to the latest data from CalEnviroScreen, 37 percent
of census tracts within a half-mile of the river fall within the most-polluted (worst 10 percent) tracts
in California—twice the rate of LA County and nearly quadruple the average rate for the state as a
whole (State of California Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, 2014). A restored river
ecosystem, new stormwater retention and filtration infrastructure,
SHARE OF CENSUS TRACTS AT OR
and upgraded connections to local parks and open space have
LOCATION
ABOVE 90 PERCENTILE FOR
CALENVIROSCREEN POLLUTION INDEX
the potential to dramatically improve environmental conditions
for local residents and employers, transforming the LA River from
California
10%
a liability into a world-class network of parks and a tool for local
pollution mitigation. Additional plant life will also have an immediate
LA County
19%
positive impact, cleansing the air of toxic chemicals and particulates
Within ½-Mile
37%
while reducing the heat island effect in our urban communities.
of the LA River
TH

Stormwater and Wastewater Retention
The LA River was paved and channelized to facilitate the rapid transport of stormwater from the
city to the sea, and that remains its primary purpose to this day. While the value of flood control is
beyond dispute, the current design of the river channel leads to the loss of large quantities of
stormwater and wastewater that could otherwise be filtered through our soils, reducing pollution
from runoff and adding to the local supply of groundwater. Aside from the environmental benefits of
reduced pollution and a stronger local water supply, this would also have financial ramifications for
the region: According to the LA County Flood Control District, during the heavy rainfall years of 20112012 the county was able to conserve 1 million acre-feet of water through recapture—a quantity that
would have cost $550 million to buy from imported sources (Scauzillo, 2014). Mayor Garcetti has set a
goal of decreasing the city’s reliance on imported water by 50 percent over the next 10 years (Office
of Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti, 2014); with approximately 85 percent of our water imported from
outside the region, a bold, committed effort will be required to achieve that goal.
Transportation and Accessibility
With the advancement of initiatives like Greenway 2020 and numerous parks and open space sites
identified in the LA River Revitalization Master Plan, the river has the potential to become a key
transportation and recreation corridor for residents and visitors to the city. The Master Plan envisions
the river as a “green spine” snaking throughout the city, with “nerves” of green streets and pathways
extending into local communities, bringing life wherever they reach.
As reinvestment and redevelopment along the river progresses, it will be essential to facilitate growth
that supports these connections for the benefit of whole communities. This will require that some
property be used for other than its highest and best economic use, such as for park space frontage
along the river or for pedestrian paths into the community. Incentives or other forms of compensation
must be identified to make this palatable to owners and developers, or we risk squandering the
potential of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. We must also make the most of ongoing investments
in Metro’s rail program by coordinating station area improvements with links to key river and
neighborhood greenway corridors.
Additionally, local, regional, and state governments should address funding inequities that lead to
a disproportionately small share of transportation dollars being invested in public transit and active
transportation. According to the 2012 California Household Travel Survey, the share of trips made by
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walking, bicycling, and public transit have all doubled between 2000 and 2012, from a total of 11.4 to
22.5 percent of all trips (California Department of Transportation, 2013), yet just 1 percent of the state
transportation budget is invested in active transportation (Curry, 2014). Shifting funding levels to match
mode share targets, as was recently done in San Luis Obispo (Meyer & Rivoire, 2015), would provide a
massive influx of local transportation investment that would benefit river-adjacent neighborhoods,
businesses, and communities throughout Southern California.

Public Health and Safety
The health costs of physical inactivity are disproportionately paid by inner-city residents, people of color,
and our lowest-income residents, all of whom have significantly less access to open, green spaces. Ensuring
that all members of our region are given equal opportunities to live healthful, productive lives should be
among our highest priorities while working to restore vitality to the river and its neighboring communities.
According to a recent study by the UCLA Center for Occupational & Environmental Health, the financial
costs of physical inactivity far exceed the costs of investing in bikeways and walking paths along urban
rivers. By one estimate, $1 spent on trails results in a savings of $3 in direct medical benefits. Another
study found that the average annual cost per user of bicycle and pedestrian trails was $235, far less than
the annual per-capita medical cost of physical inactivity, which is $622. In every case, river trails were
found to be cheaper than the long-term costs associated with sedentary lifestyles (Jackson, et al., 2014).

Social Engagement and Community-Building
The planning process for river restoration and community redevelopment will provide local communities
with opportunities for engagement and empowerment, with local residents playing an integral role in
directing the future of their individual neighborhoods. At the same time, new parks and recreational spaces
create physical assets for civic pride and open the door to informal social gatherings as well as programmed
community-building events such as outdoor festivals, farmers markets, and cultural celebrations.
The social benefits of added green space are well established. In one important study from the University
of Illinois, researchers found that “people living in buildings near green areas had a stronger sense of
community and coped better with everyday stress and hardship,” and that these environments can
also lead to lower personal and property crime rates. It was also found that children with attention
deficit disorders were better able to concentrate, complete tasks, and follow directions when exposed
to natural environments (Ackerman, 2006).

The Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan identifies numerous opportunity
sites for new green spaces for recreation and social gathering. Copyright City of
Los Angeles from the Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan (2007)
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CURRENT RIVER AND RIVER-COMMUNITY REVITALIZATION INITIATIVES
As noted above, there are numerous initiatives underway aimed at restoration of the river ecosystem
and the environmental and economic revitalization of adjacent communities. A summary of some of the
most prominent initiatives is included below. Although these initiatives and programs address a range
of issues, what they all share is a need for coordinated leadership in developing and maintaining a
comprehensive vision for the future of the river corridor.

Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan (LARRMP)
The LARRMP is in many ways the framework around which the various other river initiatives are
built. It has helped lay the groundwork for many of the projects being planned or currently underway,
largely by outlining its four core principles for river and community revitalization, described below.
Revitalize the River
Goals related to this principle include re-creation of a continuous riparian habitat corridor within
the channel, and removal of the river’s concrete walls where feasible. A full restoration to the river’s
naturalized condition would likely result in the loss of its ability to handle large-scale flooding events,
so this goal must be balanced against the need to preserve the channel’s flood control elements.
Green the Neighborhoods
With this goal the LARRMP authors identify a desire to create “a green ribbon throughout the City,
with green strands extending the river’s influence into adjacent neighborhoods in order to reconnect
communities to the river and to each other.” This aligns well with the goals of the Greenway 2020
initiative (below), the river access projects contemplated by the Army Corps of Engineers (below),
and the mobility hub concept introduced in past LABC Institute Livable Community Reports.
Capture Community Opportunities
Reinvesting in the river and its adjacent neighborhoods will require input from local stakeholders
to identify each unique community’s goals and aspirations. A revitalized river will present new
opportunities for recreation and social engagement, provide spaces for new public facilities and
events, foster civic pride, and celebrate the cultural heritage of river communities.
Create Value
This principle refers to not just economic value, but to social, health, and environmental value
as well. Initiatives along the river will serve to increase the attractiveness of the region as a place to live and
work, will empower communities through participation and consensus-building, and will provide the many
underserved neighborhoods along the river with a more equitable distribution of resources and opportunities.
Five primary values underpin the LARRMP vision: environmental responsibility; social and geographic
equity; community engagement; sustainable economics; and approaching issues with a system-wide
perspective. Each value is evident in the principles and goals outlined above, and specific case studies
are highlighted in 20 “Opportunity Areas” identified as sites for potential investment, restoration, and
redevelopment along the river.

Army Corps of Engineers’ Los Angeles River Ecosystem Restoration, Alternative 20
The Los Angeles River Ecosystem Restoration Integrated Feasibility Report studies the potential for
restoration of an approximately 11-mile section of the LA River, from Griffith Park to Downtown Los
Angeles. The recommended alternative (Alternative 20) is the most expensive—exceeding $1 billion—
and most comprehensive of the alternatives listed in the feasibility report. Its goals include reestablishing
“riparian strand, freshwater marsh, and aquatic habitat communities,” reconnecting the river to its
major tributaries and regional habitat zones, and providing recreational opportunities and improved
connections between the river and neighboring communities.
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The City of Los Angeles will be responsible for funding a sizable portion of the restoration effort, in
partnership with the federal government, so identifying revenue and financing options will be crucial to
seeing this showcase river project move forward. Also, although the Corps’ restoration project is an
outstanding model for what is possible along the river, its geographically-limited scope—approximately
one-fifth of the length of the river—highlights the need for additional restoration plans along the
remainder of the corridor, as well as the considerable cost of a river-wide ecosystem restoration effort.
Public and private leadership must work together to develop a unified, comprehensive revitalization
plan while respecting the unique needs and wishes of communities along the river corridor.

Greenway 2020
Greenway 2020 is a combination of efforts by the City and County of Los Angeles, championed by
the Los Angeles River Revitalization Corp, in partnership with local community organizations, business
associations, foundations and elected leaders. To date, over half the route – 26 miles - has been
completed through contributions from the County, local municipalities, and their partners. Companies
have stepped in as well, including NBCUnversal’s $13 million donation and partnership with LA County
to extend the existing seven-mile river path from Griffith Park Zoo to Lankershim Boulevard by 2016.
The Los Angeles River Revitalization Corp has been highly effective at securing philanthropic,
business and community support for the Greenway 2020 campaign. Several of their project successes
include the La Kretz Crossing, a philanthropically-funded bicycle and pedestrian bridge that will
connect Atwater Village to Griffith Park and a creative partnership with Golden Road Brewery that
establishes the Greenway 2020 brand while raising funds to support its mission.
The Greenway is one of the few projects that includes the entire length of the river in its vision. As
such, the LA River Revitalization Corp’s experience in advancing this initiative will prove invaluable to
supporting the development of a comprehensive river-wide planning and governance structure. The
project may also serve as the starting point for expanding mobility and accessibility infrastructure
beyond the river into nearby communities.

Copyright City of Los Angeles/US Army Corps of Engineers from The Los Angeles River Draft Ecosystem Restoration Integrated
Feasibility Report (2013)
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Los Angeles River Improvement Overlay (LA-RIO)
The LA-RIO is a special use district located along the 32-miles of the river found within the City of
Los Angeles, from the river’s headwaters to Boyle Heights. The LA-RIO was a recommendation of in
the Los Angeles River Revitalization Master Plan and was adopted as an ordinance by the Los Angeles
City Council in 2014. Design guidelines associated with the LA-RIO are currently being folded into the
City's broader re:codeLA project. The district’s intended function is to assist with implementation of the
LA River Revitalization Master Plan, providing design guidelines related to watershed management,
urban design, and mobility. These elements will guide private development and public investment in a
way that encourages watershed improvements, promotes sustainable habitats, and improves mobility
along the River Greenway and within surrounding neighborhoods
(City of Los Angeles Department of City Planning, 2008).
With standards and guidelines for both property improvement and “complete green streets,” the LARIO can play an integral supporting role in raising the bar for urban form along the length of the LA River,
while still maintaining the character of each distinct neighborhood. As new developments, renovations,
and modernizations take place along the river, the City should provide incentives that encourage broad
adoption of the proposed guidelines and promote investments in building more equitable communities.

Cornfield Arroyo Seco Specific Plan (CASP)
In 2013, the City of Los Angeles adopted the Cornfield Arroyo Specific Plan after a planning process
that included extensive community-driven public outreach and stakeholder participation. The CASP
seeks to incentivize development in the area just northeast of Downtown Los Angeles through detailed
design guidelines and reduced restrictions on projects that comply with them. In fact, the CASP is
the first specific plan in Los Angeles that has no minimum parking requirements, instead allowing
developers and the marketplace determine the appropriate level of parking to provide (City of Los
Angeles Department of City Planning, 2013).
The CASP is still a relatively new plan, and it remains to be seen how effective it will be in generating
healthy growth in this neighborhood; regardless, this specific plan is an excellent example of how
community input and creative planning may be used to attract desirable investment and development
to a community that is poised for growth.

Northeast Los Angeles (NELA) Riverfront District Vision Plan and Economic Development
Implementation Strategy (“NELA Vision Plan”)
This vision plan focuses on the Glendale Narrows section of the LA River and was developed by
the city in partnership with community members from Atwater Village, Cypress Park, Elysian Valley,
Glassell Park, and Lincoln Heights. The plan was created to help leverage river revitalization efforts for
the benefit of the participating neighborhoods, and is a model for community engagement in creating
a holistic vision for redevelopment and restoration along the riverfront.
The NELA Vision Plan identifies a number of key goals, including the enhancement of a “sense of
place” along the river, connecting neighborhoods to the river with mobility improvements, strengthening
and supporting employment opportunities, improving governmental regulation and coordination
of reinvestment activities, making space for social equity, and promoting sustainable economic
development (Northeast L.A. Riverfront Collaborative, n.d.). These goals align well with those identified
by the LABC Institute and its partners, highlighting further opportunities to collaborate with river
communities in developing visions for redevelopment that enjoy the shared support of neighborhood
groups, city staff, business groups, and real estate developers.

City of Los Angeles “One Water LA” Initiative
“One Water LA” is a City of Los Angeles initiative which seeks to address water quality, conservation,
and flood control issues in a comprehensive manner. It seeks to break down “siloes” between how
we plan for and manage storm water, recycled water, waste water, and other water types, and to
approach watershed planning in a way that meets environmental goals while providing economic
and social benefits to local communities (City of Los Angeles, 2015).
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The City of Los Angeles Bureau of Sanitation is responsible for ensuring that the water quality within
all of the city's watersheds are compliant with all prevailing regulations; the LA River and its tributaries
account for a very large share of that territory. Because the Bureau’s responsibilities extend to the
tributaries and other water sources that feed into the LA River, the One Water initiative presents an
opportunity to bring water quality improvements and ecosystem restoration beyond the banks of the
LA River, into the neighboring communities through which those tributaries flow. Examples include the
Arroyo Seco in Northeast LA, and the Tujunga Wash, which runs to the south between Van Nuys and
North Hollywood. By improving water quality and managing the flow rates of tributaries and other
water sources for the river, upstream improvements will have a direct impact on restoration efforts
within the LA River itself.

Los Angeles River Watershed

Source: Los Angeles Regional Water Quality Control Board
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Moving Forward
The above plans and initiatives, in addition to a host of others not mentioned, will play valuable roles
in the revitalization of the river and the recovery of its adjacent communities. Thus far, however, there
has been a lack of high level coordination bringing all of these plans and initiatives together. Each has
its own geographic focus, sometimes overlapping with the boundaries of others; its own goals,
generally in agreement with those of other initiatives, though not always; and its own funding strategy,
where one exists at this stage of development.
To manage an effort of this scale and complexity, a governance structure will be required that can
coordinate funding, programming, and investment, as well as manage conflicts when they inevitably
arise. Without such a framework in place, the LA River will not meet its potential as an environmental,
social, and economic hub for the LA County region. A fragmented, piecemeal, and most likely partial
restoration will result, with groups competing for space and for dollars rather than cooperating for the
benefit of all. The matter of governance and structure will be addressed in later sections of this report.

Revenue And Financing Opportunities
For nearly all of the initiatives seeking to restore the LA River and revitalize its neighboring communities, securing
funding will be critical to success. With that in mind, we have identified a number of potential revenue and financing
opportunities, with a special extended discussion of two of the most innovative and promising possibilities:
Enhanced Infrastructure Financing Districts and a Stormwater Mitigation Bank / Cap-and-Trade Program.

Enhanced Infrastructure Financing Districts
With approval of California Senate Bill 628 in September 2014, the state authorized the establishment
of Enhanced Infrastructure Financing Districts (EIFDs), an upgrade to existing infrastructure financing
district (IFD) law that expands the scope of district activities and eases the path to district formation
and approval of local funding mechanisms. Seen by many as a partial replacement for Redevelopment
Agencies (RDAs), EIFDs provide cities and counties with a means for funding public capital facilities,
redevelopment and brownfield development projects, construction and rehabilitation of affordable
housing, transportation investments, and projects to implement sustainable communities strategies.
Like RDAs before them, EIFDs may use tax-increment financing to fund projects, though the scope
of taxing jurisdictions has been curtailed compared to the former Redevelopment Agencies’ relatively
permissive structure. Unlike RDAs, EIFDs may primarily collect only the city and county share of property tax
increment, and only with the consent of each participating taxing entity—taxes earmarked for school
districts, or for local governments that don’t wish to participate in the EIFD, may not be used. Despite these
limitations, the revenue potential of this model remains significant, and it includes a number of other potential
funding sources beyond tax increment, such as fees or assessment revenues. It also offers a governance
structure that can encourage collaboration and an equitable distribution of benefits between stakeholders.
Projects relevant to the revitalization of the LA River, such as redevelopment of industrial sites, design
and construction of new parkland, stormwater retention infrastructure, affordable housing, and
neighborhood greenway connections, could all potentially be funded, at least in part, by Enhanced
Infrastructure Financing Districts. The flexibility of EIFDs also allows for local districts that are tailored to
the individual needs and goals of specific neighborhoods.
The primary advantages of the EIFD law, compared with the former IFDs, are the following:
• The maximum term of incremental tax allocation to districts is extended to 45 years from the
date of issuance of a bond. Formerly, the limit was 30 years from the date of district formation.
• Joint Powers Authorities (JPAs) may now be established among participating jurisdictions.
• New financing tools are available in addition to tax-increment financing, including fees and
assessment revenues, availability payments, and other sources; the former IFD law allowed tax
increment financing only.
• EIFD funds may be used on a broader array of project types, no longer limited to public capital
facilities (although some uses, such as for maintenance purposes, are still disallowed).
• Whereas IFDs required a 2/3 vote of approval by voters within a district, for both district formation
and bond issuance, EIFDs require only one vote to move forward—at bond issuance—with
approval of just 55 percent of voters.
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Establishing an Enhanced Infrastructure Financing District (EIFD)
1 Legislative bodies of participating taxing entities (City Councils and/or the County Board of
Supervisors) authorize formation of a public financing authority (PFA)
2 Approve Resolution of intention to form EIFD, including identification of boundaries, facilities to be
financed, proposed projects, economic development goals for the district, and statement of intent to
finance EIFD activities with incremental property tax revenues
3 Develop an Infrastructure Financing Plan (IFP), which includes proposed boundaries, public facilities
and other planned developments, and financing plan
4 Hold a public hearing before each taxing agency’s legislative body to adopt the IFP; once all local
agencies have adopted the IFP the EIFD is officially formed

EIFD Funding Opportunities
When an EIFD is established, existing tax revenues are set at a baseline level, and those revenues
continue to be passed on to existing taxing entities over the course of the district’s life. For jurisdictions
that choose to participate in the EIFD, the growth in tax revenues above that baseline is then reserved
for the uses laid out in the Infrastructure Financing Plan. At the decision of the PFA, and with the approval
of registered voters within the district, this revenue stream can be bonded against to generate more
up-front funding for projects.
Since the LA River runs through such a large portion of the county, the land immediately surrounding
the river presents a sizable revenue-generating opportunity for value capture by way of an EIFD. To see
the magnitude of this potential, we analyzed a
hypothetical EIFD spanning the 51-mile length Potential EIFD Tax Increment Generation
(All parcels within one mile of LA River)
of the river and including all parcels located
within 1 mile in either direction of the riverbank.
2% CONSERVATIVE
GROWTH RATE
Our assumptions for this exercise are that
only local municipalities along the river are
Current Local-Share
$208,538,171
Tax Revenue
involved in the EIFD—meaning that all county
revenues and those of other taxing entities
Year 1 EIFD Tax Increment
$4,170,763
like school districts and community colleges
Total 45-Year Tax Increment
$5,608,156,608
would continue to be passed through to those
(Nominal $)
jurisdictions—and that approximately 15 percent
NPV of Total Increment
$849,372,536
(7% Discount Rate)
of the 1% General Levy in LA County is returned
Note: A more complete analysis of the EIFD potential along the river is
to local jurisdictions. The following table shows
included in Appendix A available at labcinstitute.org
tax revenue and bond revenue potential for an
LA River EIFD:
The logistics of creating an EIFD of this size, which also crosses multiple city boundaries, would
prove extremely difficult, so the prospects for establishing a single river-wide district are slim.
Nonetheless, the above exercise illustrates that there are billions of dollars in potential value-capture
available along the river for cities to direct to riverfront restoration and infrastructure development.
The Implementation section below sets forth strategies through which these dollars can be put to work.

Stormwater Retention Credits (Bank) / Stormwater Cap-and-Trade Program
The Los Angeles River Basin has an overwhelming level of untapped potential for the retention of
stormwater, wastewater, and recycled water. According to the Department of Water and Power
(DWP), the City of Los Angeles currently imports over 85 percent of its water, with just 11 percent
originating from local groundwater supplies (Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, 2014).
Increasing the share of water that is retained and used to recharge our supply of groundwater can
dramatically reduce the amount we spend on imported water, and can help to significantly offset the
costs of greening our river and our neighborhoods.
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3% ENHANCED
GROWTH RATE
$208,538,171
$6,256,145
$9,951,412,607
$1,437,475,328

Over the long term (to year 2099), the DWP estimates that the city could double or triple its
water capture rates, from a current rate of 11 percent to between 24 and 33 percent (Los Angeles
Department of Water and Power, 2014)—increasing from 92,400 acre-feet2 today to between 197,300
and 285,900 acre-feet in the future. With current Metropolitan Water District rates set at $923 per acre
foot of treated imported water (Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, n.d.), this equates to
an approximate annual savings of $90-$180 million in 2015 dollars. (Water costs have also increased
faster than inflation in recent years).
Given that a sizable share of our water retention goals can be achieved through distributed infrastructure
projects that are compatible with green building techniques—including rain gardens and bioswales,
permeable pavement, ecosystem restoration, and parkway development—there exists a clear
opportunity to offset the cost of these investments with a reduction in imported water expenditures.
Investing in more sustainable communities can be a means not only to improve the social and
environmental quality of our neighborhoods, but also to enrich them economically.
In addition to the development of large-scale stormwater, wastewater, and recycled water retention
infrastructure and other publicly-funded investments—potentially funded by the EIFD mechanism
noted above—a stormwater retention credit system could spur cost-effective recapture investments
at a smaller scale, on a parcel-by-parcel basis.
Such credits could function similar to a cap-and-trade system, in which a pre-determined amount of stormwater
capture would be required of new development throughout the geographical region. Owners and developers
would be free to buy and sell credits to determine the least expensive means of achieving that goal, rather than
being required to each meet some minimum threshold, regardless of the individual characteristics of their parcels.
In this respect, the system would operate more efficiently and likely with overall greater gains in
water recapture, than Low Impact Development standards in place today.
For an example, one can imagine the owner of a flat parcel of land with high soil porosity. That
owner might choose to invest extra funds into stormwater recapture on her site due to the high
efficiency of water retention per dollar invested. Having exceeded the average stormwater retention
requirement for a parcel of her size, she could then sell a portion of her credits to the owner of a
hillside parcel for whom investing in retention infrastructure would be costly and relatively ineffective.
Under such a system both parties profit: The owner of the flat parcel is able to earn a profit on the sale
of her stormwater retention credits (she earns more from sale of the credits than it cost to build the
additional retention infrastructure), and the owner of the hillside parcel is able to purchase the credits
at less expense than it would cost to build additional retention infrastructure on his unwieldy site.
Communities and the local government also benefit: They achieve at least the same level of total water
recapture as if each site had managed its stormwater recapture independently, and they reduce the
risk that onerous environmental regulations will prohibit otherwise productive redevelopment that
increases the supply of housing, creates jobs, and contributes to a stronger tax base.

The Role of a Stormwater Retention Credit "Bank"
Developers might initially be concerned with the lack of a track record for such an arrangement—
that, if they spent extra on stormwater recapture, there would be no buyer for their excess credits.
To avoid this problem the City or a JPA of the County and river-side cities could step in to establish
a Stormwater Retention Credit “Bank”. Such a bank could initially be funded through a capital expense
set-aside tied to future savings on imported water costs, or more conventional sources such as from
the recently-approved $7.5 billion state water bond, Proposition 1. The bank could benefit the cap-andtrade market in several distinct ways: By acting as a buyer for early-adopting developers to “make
the market” before the program is self-sustaining; by serving as a clearinghouse and marketplace for
landowners seeking to buy and sell credits; and by developing green infrastructure projects that go
far above and beyond the on-site stormwater capture requirements, then selling the credits created by
those projects to generate a new revenue source for future public projects.
2 An acre-foot of water will cover one acre of ground to a depth of one foot, and contains 325,829 gallons.
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Implementation Strategy: Identifying Pilot Districts
For a comprehensive LA River development strategy to have sustained success, long-term financing
streams must first be identified, then complemented by planning and development tools that enable
developers to make private investments that leverage public spending in the region. Successful plans
must have both short-term and long-term strategies and achievable, quantifiable goals. The vast area
covered by the river and its neighboring communities makes the prospect of crafting a single plan to
enhance livable community development along its entire length daunting. Consequently, an ideal first
step toward a comprehensive strategy would be to develop smaller geographic areas along the river—
scalable “pilot districts” that serve as a proof of concept for financing, and development tools that can
eventually be utilized along the entire river.
This report contemplates two such pilot districts that can be used as proving grounds for a riverwide development program. While these are by no means the only river-adjacent communities that
stand to benefit from investment or contain the most development opportunity sites, our analysis of
demographic and development trends point to these geographies as areas that are well-positioned
o demonstrate the potential of a river-focused planning and policy agenda relatively quickly. The
ultimate goal of these pilot districts would be to test the effectiveness of a comprehensive
“developer’s toolkit” that can then be scaled and applied to all suitable communities along the river.
In selecting pilot district locations, we have considered the following criteria:
• Demographic trends that show potential for sustainable growth. These trends include increased
employment, population and housing density, or propensity for use of transit and active
transportation. While few areas throughout the city exhibit indicators of growth in all of these
areas, those that do are more likely to embrace increased development around the river and near
transit hubs, and to successfully integrate this new development into existing communities.
• Intersection between the river, transit infrastructure, and community assets. As illustrated in
previous LABC Institute Livable Communities Reports, the right mix of uses and infrastructure
is essential for the sustainable development of livable neighborhoods. The LA River, home to
an extensive network of planned or completed pedestrian paths and urban trails, is a unifying
connector that can extend the reach of transit into surrounding communities. In particular, areas
near the river with existing growth near transit stops and stations are poised to leverage public
investments effectively in the near term. In identifying potential pilot district locations, we
searched for opportunities to connect transit lines with neighborhoods that have potential to
grow and meet the region’s development needs.
• Developer sentiment and trends of recent or planned investment. There are always “hot”
neighborhoods that defy explanation by demographic trends alone. Development so often comes
in waves, and one catalytic project can spark a market trend that spreads throughout the area.
Though this criterion is more subjective and less quantifiable than the prior two, our pilot districts
seek to identify areas that have either seen recent investment by developers or have a number of
opportunity sites that may be attractive for development due to low land costs, proximity to other
growing neighborhoods, or high quality transit connections.
Demographic trends presented earlier in this report pointed to three key nodes of growth activity along
the LA River: the Warner Center area, Studio City-North Hollywood, and Downtown Los Angeles. The
Warner Center Specific Plan is already in place and being used to manage a recent surge in development
in that area, and Downtown LA proper has seen unprecedented growth without the need for sizable
incentives beyond already-favorable zoning, so those two areas are not ideal for river pilot districts.
Northeast Los Angeles (NELA), just outside of Downtown, and Studio City-North Hollywood, however, each
provide unique opportunities to identify and implement successful strategies for river redevelopment.

Northeast Los Angeles (NELA) River District
The Northeast Los Angeles River District, as illustrated in the map below, is a relatively small,
L-shaped area that extends along both sides of the river from the 134 Freeway on the north to the 110
Freeway on the south, then follows the path of the Gold Line light rail corridor along the 110 Freeway
northeast to Highland Park station. Though the land area of the district is relatively small—just over
5 square miles—it serves as a crossroads between light rail transit and the active transit corridor
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being developed alongside the river. The neighborhoods within this district are characteristic of the
smaller-scale, underutilized development patterns seen surrounding many stretches of the river, and
there are a number of opportunity sites for residential, office, and light industrial uses located within
this small area. At the same time, many surrounding neighborhoods have seen significant private
investment in recent years, providing excellent active streets, businesses, and community assets in
close proximity to this pilot district.
In addition to market trends that may make the NELA River District attractive for investment, there is
a substantial amount of overlap between the boundaries of this pilot district and the NELA Vision Plan
described earlier in this report. The Vision Plan is an exemplary model of community engagement that
can drive successful planning processes. That process has identified the key development priorities of
the NELA riverfront communities that the pilot district should seek to address. Previous planning efforts
along the river have conflicted with one another, at times, but this is an opportunity to build a pilot
district on the foundation of visionary and strategic work already performed by public and community
partners. This level of coordination will encourage new development that fits within the context of
existing neighborhoods and discourages displacement of current residents and employees.

Studio City-North Hollywood River District
This district falls along a different point on the development spectrum than the Northeast LA District,
with a substantially higher density of existing residential and commercial development, but is typical of a
number of other communities along the river. This geographic area has seen some of the highest job and
population growth of any riverside neighborhood over the past few years, and these trends are poised to
continue as developers have honed in on this area for multifamily residential and commercial investment.
Studio City is located immediately adjacent to the river and contains several key development
opportunity sites. North Hollywood, though located slightly farther from the river, is connected to
Studio City through development patterns and transit, and is home to a large public transportation hub
at the intersection of the Red Line subway and Orange Line bus rapid transit (BRT) corridor. These
transit connections have led to real growth in the proportion of local residents using public
transportation, walking, and bicycling for their daily commute trips.
Though there has been a high level of recent investment in this community, there are no current
efforts to directly manage development in a fashion that integrates livable community development
with the river infrastructure. As such, there is an opportunity for this pilot district to provide a
comprehensive vision and set of tools to manage larger-scale development along or near the river.
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The Developer’s Toolkit
Identifying the geographical boundaries for the pilot districts described above is only the first step in the
creation of a successful implementation strategy. The districts must be equipped with a set of financing
options, planning tools, and development incentives to be able to achieve the stated goals for river
redevelopment. The following “Developer’s Toolkit” is a set of new funding sources and planning tools that
are not yet available to developers and should be established within the river pilot districts to help incentivize
catalytic developments, leverage public investment, and expand the supply of workforce housing in these
areas. Since these recommendations are a departure from Los Angeles City Planning and Building and Safety
policies, the institution of this Developer’s Toolkit within pilot districts can be used by policymakers to evaluate
which tools are most effective and which should be explored for expansion to other parts of the region.

Developer’s Toolkit:
•
•
•
•
•

Project financing through establishment of EIFDs
Design guidelines created with local stakeholder input
Expedited plan check and permitting for projects complying with design guidelines
True by-right development through revision of Site Plan Review process
Increased density bonus incentives for projects that include workforce housing

Project Financing: EIFDs
The value capture potential of an Enhanced Infrastructure Financing District along the entire length of the
river was examined in the Revenue and Financing Opportunities section of this report, but here are numerous
obstacles to establishing an EIFD that crosses so many jurisdictional boundaries. Focusing EIFDs on smaller
pilot district geographies can more feasibly generate revenue streams to invest in local catalytic projects at
the neighborhood level, and these smaller EIFDs could be more efficiently established and managed.
The chart below, along with Appendix B and Appendix C Potential EIFD Tax Increment
available at labcinstitute.org, show that even relatively
Generation for River Pilot Districts
small EIFDswithin pilot districts can generate significant
NELA RIVER
revenue streams to pursue public-private development
DISTRICT
goals. The Year 1 Tax Increment in the table below provides
2% Growth
3% Growth
a baseline revenue figure, which will be used by finance
Year 1 Tax
$91,101
$136,652
professionals to estimate future revenue streams and
Increment (TI)
determine bond capacity; annual revenues grow rapidly,
$122,498,189
$217,367,328
Total 45-Year TI
however, as the differential between baseline property tax
Net Present Value of
rates and increasing property values grows larger. The
$18,552,727
$31,398,575
TI at 7% Discount Rate
Net Present Value (“NPV”) of the 45-year tax increment is
calculated to reflect a realistic (though conservative) estimate of bonding potential, based on the
timing of revenue collections and the expected financial return on competing investment
opportunities for potential bond buyers.

STUDIO CITY-NORTH
HOLLYWOOD DISTRICT
2% Growth

3% Growth

$453,567

$680,351

$609,882,514 $1,082,208,106
$92,368,579

$156,324,284

EIFDs within pilot districts can be combined
Existing and Potential Complementary Funding Sources
with complementary financing tools to generate
• State cap-and-trade proceeds (Affordable Housing and Sustainable
substantial public investment in green
Communities Program)
infrastructure, commercial development and
• State water bond (Proposition 1)
workforce housing. While EIFDs are not a "silver
• California Active Transportation Program
bullet" for funding all local needs, tax-increment
• Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement (CMAQ) program
financing can be used with other incentives
• Metro Call for Projects and Transit-Oriented Development Program
outlined in the developer's toolkit to leverage
private investment. Further, implementation of
• Measure R 2.0 funds
pro-growth land use policies combined with
• Quimby Fees
the developer's toolkit and local funding will
demonstrate a strong commitment to sustainable economic development, and may help secure additional
funding from various local, state, and federal sources for projects within the pilot district.
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Design Guidelines
The physical connections between new developments and the river, and the manner in which
new construction near the river interacts with transit, storm and wastewater systems, existing
neighborhoods, and other key infrastructure, are all integral to the sustained success of community
revitalization. At the same time, as illustrated by the differing scale and intensity of development
between the two pilot districts described above, each river-adjacent community has its own
neighborhood context that must be taken into account when attracting new investment.
Consequently, each pilot district should have prescriptive design guidelines that are established
with ample participation from both local residents and real estate industry professionals, helping
developers readily understand exactly how their projects can fit in with their surroundings. As a
starting point, pilot district communities may take cues from the LA River Improvement Overlay (LARIO) guidelines, building on them to develop more comprehensive, contextual specifications for
neighborhood design and development. Design guidelines in other parts of Los Angeles are often
viewed as an afterthought in the planning process, but guidelines for these pilot districts should be
the jumping-off point for new development and should be tied to other benefits and incentives.

Expedited Plan Check and Permitting
Design guidelines established for each pilot district may need to be quite detailed in order to
integrate project massing, public access, neighborhood aesthetics, and low-impact development
standards. To attract developers to the districts, those projects that strictly abide by the guidelines
must be given a “fast track” path to entitlement and permitting. This gives developers a set of clear
expectations, rather than submitting projects to uncertain discretionary processes with significant
risks as to final schedule and conditions of approval.
By-Right Development and Site Plan Review
In prior LABC Institute reports, we have brought attention to the need for true “by-right” development
for projects that the City wants to incentivize in particular locations. In fact, an oft-cited challenge of
doing business in Los Angeles is the City’s arduous and unpredictable permitting and review process.
The Department of Building and Safety is admirably working on policies and programs to reduce
permitting obstacles for all development, including enhanced case management, customer service,
and concurrent design, entitlements, and plan check processes, but more must be done to facilitate
increased development in the river pilot districts.
The development community is also well aware of challenges of the California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) compliance process, and pilot districts can look to the example set by the Warner Center Specific
Plan to overcome these challenges. At Warner Center, the City underwent a Master Environmental Impact
Review (EIR) process, studying the impacts of the most intensive development allowable under the new
specific plan. Under this Master EIR, large new projects will be able to receive their entitlements under a
Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) rather than being forced to complete a full EIR, potentially saving
incoming developers years on their schedules and millions of dollars in entitlements costs.
On a local level, the City’s Site Plan Review process too often acts as a deterrent to new construction
rather than as a guide for healthy development. Because any project that results in an increase of
50 residential units or 50,000 square feet of non-residential floor area is subject to Site Plan Review,
which adds time, cost, and potential conditions of approval, the policy is detrimental to meeting Los
Angeles’ housing needs. Within pilot districts, projects that comply with underlying zoning, meet all
of the design guidelines, and reach affordability goals appropriately set for each district, should either
bypass the Site Plan Review process regardless of their size or only be subject to an administrative
clearance by City Planning staff, with an expedited path to the plan check process.

3 Estimating approximately 30,000 housing units in multifamily buildings with 10+ units built between 2008

and 2013, based on American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates for Selected Housing Characteristics.
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Density Bonus Incentives
California’s state-mandated density bonus law provides incentives to developers who commit to
building housing units at different affordability levels. In the City of Los Angeles, however, these bonuses
have not been sufficient to yield a significant amount of additional affordable units in projects that would
otherwise be all market rate housing. According to data from the City’s Housing and Community
Investment Department, between 2008 and 2013 only 187 market rate projects took advantage of the
density bonus, providing a total of 1,406 residential units affordable to households earning 80% of
Area Median Income (AMI) or less, and only 81 units affordable to those earning between 80% and
120% of AMI—what earlier LABC Institute reports have identified as workforce housing that is critical
to a healthy regional economy. Unfortunately, these numbers pale in comparison to the number of
affordable and
CI T Y O F LO S A NG ELE S
workforce units that
Density Bonus Projects 2008-2013
must be built annually
to meet the city’s
needs, and accounts
for only approximately
5 percent of the total
multifamily units
7
12
constructed over
6
this time period3.
The density bonus
is a promising tool
for encouraging
development of
more housing that
s affordable to
all Angelinos.
However, the
City must make
substantial changes
to the thresholds to
be met for a project
to qualify, and to
the magnitude of
the bonus once
that threshold
is reached or
exceeded. Los
Angeles should
take the lead on
pursuing meaningful
analysis of existing
density bonus policies
to createa more
useful tool that
can better help
the city meet its
ambitious affordable
housing goals.

3

2

4
5

11

13

1
14

10
9
8

Legend
Density Bonus 2013
Density Bonus 2012
Density Bonus 2011
Density Bonus 2010

15

Density Bonus 2009
Density Bonus 2008
Measure R Stop
Metro Rail and BRT Stop
Measure R Transit
Metrolink
City Council Districts

1 inch equals 4.56 miles

HCIDLA Public Policy and Research Unit [HC] 3.2.15 Datasources: ESRI, LA City GIS Repository, MTA
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Connecting The Dots: The Role Of Governance In A Successful Development Strategy
Earlier in this report we pointed out many of the plans and programs, each with their own geographies and
jurisdictions, seeking to revitalize the LA River and the neighborhoods connecting this critical piece of
infrastructure to the greater region. Without adequate planning, our recommended pilot district implementation
strategy may only serve to muddy the waters even further. Therefore, quality partnerships and effective
governance are essential to the long-term success of the region’s development efforts along the river.
The pilot district program and the EIFD funding tool offer the City of Los Angeles an opportunity to take the
lead in the creation of a governance structure that can bridge the many agencies and jurisdictions with a
connection to the river. The Public Financing Authority required of an EIFD could be vested in an existing
agency with the institutional experience to oversee funding and land use decisions, or with a new regional
body with representation at the city and county level and authority to act in collaboration with other
jurisdictions. This entity should be empowered beyond the management of EIFD funds, with land use authority
and access to additional funding sources where appropriate. The LA River is an essential component of Los
Angeles' long-term growth, and establishment of a governing body to make strategic development decisions
with the greater river vision in mind will dramatically enhance the quality of that growth. The critical issue of
governance along the river is a key area for further research by the LABC, and city and county partners.

Metrics for Success and Implementation Timeline
Recommendations found in this report have different effective timeframes, with some requiring
substantial public processes that will take years to complete, and others capable of being implemented
quickly within the existing policy framework. The following are short-, mid-, and long-term implementation
strategies, along with quantifiable milestones against which to measure policy and programmatic success:

Metrics for Success
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Open space and ecosystem recovery, measured by green space accessible to river-adjacent communities
Improved neighborhood connections to the river, measured by the Mayor's “miles of LA River public access” metric
Construction of new housing units, meeting stated targets for affordable and workforce units
Adoption and expansion of stormwater credits and cap-and-trade program
Increased mode shift to non-automobile transportation
Equitable distribution of environmental benefits
Job and tax base growth from new commercial development
Private to public investment ratio in target communities, to measure leverage of public funding
Minimized displacement by new development, measured by replacement units vs. demolished units at each affordability level

Implementation Timeline
Short-Term (1-2 Years)
• Develop framework for stormwater credits / cap-and-trade system
• City of Los Angeles take the lead in coordinating with other jurisdictions to develop governance
structure for managing river development
• Engage pilot district community members to develop district design guidelines
• Analyze existing neighborhood conditions and socioeconomic data to determine desirable
affordable and workforce housing goals for pilot districts, to be tied to density bonuses
Mid-Term (Approx. 5 Years)
• Complete and approve specific plans and design guidelines
• Establish and manage pilot district EIFDs and PFAs to oversee funding; complete MOUs with other
governing bodies to give PFAs additional authority over land use and development
Long-Term (15+ Years)
• If feasible, establish and manage EIFD for greater length of river to help fund regionally significant projects
• Review development trends in pilot districts on an annual basis to determine which developer
tools should be replicated and expanded to other river-adjacent communities
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A Revitalized LA River: The Time Is Now
There are widespread opportunities for livable, sustainable growth around the Los Angeles River,
and now is the time to leverage the resources of the public and private sectors to make the most of them.
This critical spine, running through the heart our county, should no longer be viewed as an obstacle
to traverse, but rather a focal point for economic, community, and environmental revitalization—an
essential resource for bringing vitality and sustainability to the region’s diverse communities.
After many years of work on the part of stakeholders from across the region, a critical threshold of
support for river revitalization has been reached. Now, the City of Los Angeles must build upon that
strong foundation, taking the lead and establishing a comprehensive strategy and governance structure
that can make the most of scarce resources to see projects such as the Army Corps of Engineers
ecosystem restoration through to fruition, and to promote equitable investments in river communities
throughout the city. A well-crafted plan, using new and innovative funding and policy tools, can take
advantage of the region’s greatest untapped resource, providing opportunities for new housing and
commercial development and connecting abundant new green space with cleaner, healthier, more
affordable transportation options. Now is the time to capitalize on this opportunity and help create
LA River communities that will set the standard for sustainability and livability in the years to come.
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A more complete analysis of the EIFD potential along the LA River and in both pilot
districts can be found in Appendix A, Appendix B, and Appendix C to this report at
http://labcinstitute.org/LABC-Institute-Research, or by using the QR Code below.

Notes
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The Taylor Yards Crossing Project
won for this years’ 2015 Los Angeles
Architecture Awards for the Design
Concept Category.
While the initial intention was to leave
the riverbed uninterrupted, the
mandated support becomes a catalyst
for community interaction. In addition to
permanent viewing decks, temporary
event spaces can be installed and it is
all powered through the solar panels on
top of the bridge.
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