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This article explains how, through tools of land-use regulation, several groups of actors
became particularly adept at shaping the form of Los Angeles and to what ends. Land-use
regulation in Los Angeles, this article argues, represents the outcomes of battles pitting
one political group against another, quite in disregard of the common purpose this
regulation is intended to serve, with the most powerful usually winning at the expense of
others. In Los Angeles, there have been distinct winners and losers, and these winners and
losers have varied over time. In Los Angeles, there seem to be four distinct regimes
characterizing the historical politics of land use. Rampant speculation defined the first,
lasting from the advent of zoning in Los Angeles in 1921 into the Depression,
government-sponsored big real estate the second, lasting from the Depression until the
1960s, and anti-growth advocates the third, lasting from the 1960s until 2000, with the
fourth forming over the last decade and characterized by a balance between allied housing
and development interests and anti-growth advocates. This article documents the rise and
fall of these regimes and summarizes their varying impacts on the city.
Keywords: Los Angeles; zoning; real estate; politics; urban regimes

Introduction
This article explains how, through tools of land-use regulation, several groups of actors became
particularly adept at shaping the form of Los Angeles and to what ends. Land-use regulation in
Los Angeles, this article argues, represents the outcomes of battles pitting one political group
against another, quite in disregard of the common purpose this regulation is intended to
serve, with the most powerful usually winning at the expense of others.
This was certainly not what the early twentieth-century leaders in planning and real estate
had hoped for. Planners of that day considered zoning nothing less than ‘an exact science’
that could deliver the general welfare by proscribing abuses endemic to private use of property
while adequately forwarding collective prosperity.1 Los Angeles’ first Planning Director
Gordon Whitnall explained that Los Angeles would be a ‘community in which size shall not
be a detriment and in which all numbers might for once prove an asset. . .’.2 However,
already in 1931, William Munro, then president of the National Municipal League, lamented
that ‘whenever a question of rezoning comes up, the issue is not usually approached from the
standpoint of what the city needs, but of what the private owners desire and what their immediate neighbors feel disinclined to let them have’. The goal was ‘to get the public mind away from
the notion that a city is zoned for the benefit of any section or neighborhood or any individual
plot of land’.3 However, in the political setting that has characterized land-use administration
before and since then, planning for any public benefit, ‘what the city needs’, is an elusive goal.
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There is nothing particularly surprising about the conclusion that land-use politics have been
regularly dominated by parochial interests in Los Angeles. Literature focusing on the parochial
management of zoning and planning and its outcomes has been plentiful.4 However, little work
has considered the history of this body of regulation in any location from its advent until the
present. Consequently, there is a limited understanding of how land-use regulation changes
over time or the full breadth of its historical and contemporary consequences.
In Los Angeles, there have been distinct winners and losers, and these winners and losers
have varied over time. In Los Angeles, there seem to be four distinct regimes characterizing
the historical politics of land use. This article documents their rise and fall and summarizes
their impacts on the city. The first regime, lasting from the advent of zoning in 1921 until the
mid-1930s, was characterized by the hegemony of speculative real estate interests. Despite
zoning’s origin in the visions of community developers and planners seeking stability for
private investments, small-scale speculators were in this period able to co-opt zoning as a speculative device.
With the collapse of property values in the late 1920s and the founding of the Federal
Housing Administration (FHA) in 1934, a new phase in the history of land-use regulation
ensued. The intervention of the FHA made the low-density development of residential property
more profitable because it greatly expanded the accessibility of the single-family home, and
zoning as a result catered to the large-scale community developers and their buyers.
However, as land prices rose, developers turned increasingly to infill development, and homeowners’ groups dug in their heels against what they understood to be an assault on their way of
life. Thus, began four decades of homeowner pre-eminence, an anti-growth machine to use the
parlance of Harvey Molotch, with the great majority if not all alterations to the zoning code
geared towards decreasing development possibilities. Only in the last decade, despite a
housing crisis decades in the making, have housing advocates been able to present an effective
case against further development suppression in the city and begun to wrestle control of land-use
regulation away from homeowners’ groups.
The first regime: the era of the speculator
In October of 1921, the Los Angeles City Council, following the recommendation of the 1-yearold City Planning Commission, created five zones designated by letters ‘A’ through ‘E’, ‘A’ proscribing any use but single-family homes, ‘B’ proscribing non-residential uses, ‘C’ proscribing
industrial uses, ‘D’ proscribing only the most noxious industrial uses, and ‘E’ being unlimited.5
In devising a citywide zoning scheme, planners in Los Angeles set goals in line with the popular
ideals of the time. For decades, theorists who regarded the big city as an alienating, demoralizing, and corrupting place had espoused the value of small, self-sufficient, contained communities centred in civic institutions and public spaces. In community design schemes such as
that of New York’s Clarence Perry, single-family homes were to be protected on quiet interior
streets, with commercial activities and apartments clustered at the community’s edges along
major arterials.6 Likewise, planners in Los Angeles were determined to zone arterials predominantly for multi-family use, with commercial uses located in clusters at major intersections and
interior streets reserved for single-family residences and public facilities.7 This was also in line
with large developers’ vision of what constituted an economically stable and attractive division
of land uses.8
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Zoning represented a far more stringent regulatory regime than had ever existed before in
Los Angeles. Commission members had to repeatedly talk to the local press to explain the
reasons for and scope and components of zoning in response to disgruntled property
owners.9 The Commission thus made it customary to engage the wider public.10 The careful
containment of commercial and multi-family residential uses proved problematic over the
course of public engagement: more restrictive zoning categories were hardly beneficial designations from the perspective of speculating small-scale landowners whose profits depended on
getting the most out of their limited resources. As the City Council took into consideration
the popular demand for less restrictive land-use designations, communities became zoned for
more intensive uses than called for in planners’ visions. Thus, the principal hallmark of the interwar and Depression years was ‘over-zoning’, with this representing a victory for speculating
small-scale landowners and a loss for homeowners, big developers interested in a more stable
picture, and the Planning Commission.
Planners and big developers were divided in their criticism of over-zoning for residential
uses, with some saying that it allowed for necessary growth, and some saying that it led to
helter-skelter construction that depreciated single-family home values.11 Some argued that the
city was relatively uncrowded – the California Businesses Association estimated that the city
could grow to 6 million without fear of crowding – a figure that it has not yet reached
today.12 Homeowners were often the losers here, and even their efforts at a compromise
failed. In 1928, homeowners’ plans to create an additional zoning category between ‘A’ and
‘B’ withered among protests from hopeful income property developers.13
The planners’ scheme for contained suburban commercial centres met its end in the wellmeaning ‘Major Traffic Street Plan for Los Angeles’. Published by the Traffic Commission
in 1924, it called for the designation of 48 radial routes and 36 inter-district 74-foot-wide thoroughfares.14 This generous accommodation of automobile traffic reflected the contemporary
sentiment that improvements in public transportation ‘artificially stimulated’ downtown
values to the benefit of the downtown landowner but to the detriment of the congestionweary commuters.15 The accommodation of automotive transport would create a city
wherein, a contemporary report argued,
a great city population which for the most part lives near its work, has its individual lawns and
gardens, finds its market and commercialized recreation facilities right around the corner and
which because of these things can develop a neighborhood with all that it means.16

City planning engineer Thomas Coombs condemned the new thoroughfares of Los Angeles as
unaccommodating for any use, calling them the most injurious mistake the city had made.17
Property owners on these streets insisted that it was logical for their properties to be zoned
for commercial use, as there was too much noise and dirt for residential construction, and a
high volume of traffic made the adjacent land highly accessible. However, the real attraction
was value: property values jumped as much as 300% on up-zonings to commercial use.18 In
a City Council in which party affiliation was not allowed, the desire for support meant that
favours were not hard to achieve; when asking the Planning Commission for a beneficial
zoning designation failed, money could be exchanged. The City Council ended up zoning the
city for commercial uses almost everywhere it may ever be desirable, and most major roads
were given commercial frontage. The Planning Commission’s Annual Report of 1928 reported
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that 5.8% of the city’s land was used for commercial purposes, while 13.4% was zoned for it.19
In 1928, the ratio of commercially to residentially zoned land in boomtown Los Angeles was
25% – the average in other cities was 9%.20
Planners and the most powerful real estate interests condemned the trend of over-zoning for
commercial use. They feared that over-zoning would reproduce chaotic speculation and haphazard land improvements rather than ensuring a suitable environment for long-term investment.
The Los Angeles Realty Board concluded that the value of commercial land was not sustainable
and based on an artificial attraction, ‘a strange psychology not founded upon reason’.21
Where concentrated shopping districts were achieved, lengthy strips of frontage could eventually be zoned for commercial activity due to the practice of ‘spot-zoning’ by elected officials.
Spot-zoning involved granting exceptions, or variances, usually on the scale of a single property. The difference between variances and zone changes was clear on paper: variances corrected
for the exceptional circumstances of a single property, whereas zone changes provided for
necessary changes to the district as a whole.22 However, because zoning restrictions at the
time almost entirely consisted of use restrictions, variances were functionally similar to zone
changes. Resident groups hit the variance provision as ‘a notorious condition which seeks to
exploit the majority property owners for gain, promoted by a few paid lobbyists and workers,
who are subverting the cause of justice for the benefit of their secret employers’.23
The Planning Commission strove in cooperation with the City Attorney to keep zoning free
of irregularities despite the permissive tendencies of the City Council. The 1921 zoning ordinance dictated that a variance should only occur if the property in question was in a different
situation when compared with other similarly zoned properties, if denial of a variance would
result in a denial of a substantial property right, and if a variance would not be materially detrimental to the public welfare.24 The Planning Department and Municipal League publicly condemned lobbyists who paid the City Council to override the Commission’s recommendations.25
In the 1930s, accusations of graft erupted, and district attorney Buron Fitts launched an investigation. Fitts called the Council’s oversight of the city’s zoning a ‘racket’ that ‘eclipses any
other form of asserted corruption yet brought to our attention’.26 By some accounts, Los
Angeles was even unique in this regard: in 1929, there were reportedly 224 instances of the
so-called spot-zoning in Los Angeles versus 66 in New York City.27
The boom of the 1920s and related zoning imbalance did add incredible value to the marketplace: the total valuation of Los Angeles County matched that of Chicago’s Cook County by
1929.28 However, the spike in value gained from rezoning often failed to materialize in the
actual development – and it eventually evaporated in the Depression. While residential construction was allowed in commercial zones, builders were wary of putting residential buildings
there because they could soon be adjacent to some egregious commercial use that would lower
rents in adjacent residential properties. Being so abundant, commercially zoned land did not
necessarily attract business either. The result was miles of vacant land along Los Angeles’ boulevards throughout the 1920s and into the Depression. In 1926, 30% of land in the Wilshire–
Hollywood district to the west of downtown was zoned for commercial use, but only 7% was
put to this use – the Realty Board called it an ‘economic waste’ and laid the blame squarely
on the shoulders of speculating property owners.29
Over-zoning for commercial uses was also negatively impacting the residential character of
the city. One article in the Times speculated that the prospect of so much eventual traffic-generating commercial development was damaging to abutting residential communities and driving
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homeowners to other jurisdictions.30 Another contemporary critic found that single-family districts were being pushed ‘to a circle far outside that which would reasonably be expected’.31
Over-zoning also made public investments irrelevant: William Munro pointed to empty
schools in former residential districts invaded by the industry. He observed that
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No one thinks to ask whether the change, if made, will increase or simplify the difficulties of
municipal administration, or whether it is in line with the process of orderly, planned, and regulated
growth which the municipality has laid out for itself.32

The solution was to change zoning. The policy of down-zoning stubbornly vacant commercial
property was called ‘unfreezing’. Gordon Whitnall explained that a property could be ‘thawed
out by landing it such protection as results from a reclassification into a zone use for which there
is a demand. . .’.33 However, owners of commercial land were not eager to down-zone.34
According to the Guaranty Building and Loan Association of Hollywood, the value of land
at the time was to a great degree based on its potential rather than on its use, and owners’
payment of higher taxes only increased their hopes for eventual development.35 Such assessment practices thus discouraged consent to down-zoning.36
There was plentiful homeowner activism against over-zoning. The homeowner groups of the
Los Feliz neighbourhood northwest of downtown became especially skilled at gaining tighter
regulation.37 In one instance, the Los Feliz Improvement Association and Hollywood
Chamber of Commerce together persuaded the mayor to veto the rezoning of Los Feliz Boulevard to a commercial thoroughfare saying that ‘City planning would be a farce if every subdivider or owner of vacant lots that might bring a higher price for business purposes, is allowed to
disregard the interests of the home owners in residence districts’.38
Spot-zoning and over-zoning continued to be problems even in the Depression. There was in
fact an increase in the number of variances from 189 to 463 between 1927 and 1931.39 The
expansion of zoned territory meant that in some ways the city was more over-zoned than it
was ever before. In 1933, only 4.8% of the city’s zoned land was zoned for single-family
use, down from 9.5% 5 years later, though 58.9% of the zoned land was developed for this
use. About 63.6% of the zoned land was zoned for multi-family uses, up from 59.3% 5 years
later. The amount of commercial zoning was also up from 13.4% to 19.1%, although only
9.2% of the zoned land was used for commercial purposes.40 One 1935 estimate put the capacity
of the city’s multi-family ‘R4’ district alone at nearly 22 million.41
The second regime: the era of the community developer
The planners’ and Realty Board’s idealization of the city received a boost when the FHA,
founded in 1934, began to require lending standards for the reception of federally insured amortized mortgages. The FHA was very cautious in its definition of safe investment areas. In
grading neighbourhoods from ‘best’ to ‘hazardous’, it assumed the inherent volatility of
mixed-use blocks and the economic stability of the socially and physically homogeneous
single-family district. Therefore, a good score from the FHA depended on the containment of
intensive uses and protection of low densities that local major developers and planners had
been promoting.42 The winners in this period were big developers and homeowners; both had
a common opponent, as was detailed in Marc Weiss’ Rise of the Community Builders, in the
fly-by-night speculator who may buy a zone change and erect some noisy, traffic-generating,
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polluting use next to a polished residential subdivision.43 In sociologist Harvey Molotch’s influential academic piece The Growth Machine: Toward a Political Economy of Place, capitalist
cities are described as ‘growth machines’, in which an elite persuades the government into permissive land-use policies, with the bulk of profits returning to this elite.44 In Los Angeles, the
early postwar years were the time of the ‘growth machine’, in which a developer elite bolstered
by government policy stimulated growth, with the profits of that growth returning to this elite,
but also to a growing number of homeowners. Another scholar of political science, Clarence
Stone, has termed growth machines as ‘development regimes’, political systems focused primarily on changing land use in order to accommodate growth. This regime remained in place until
the 1960s, when it was replaced by what Stone termed a ‘middle-class progressive regime’, a
political system concentrated on as environmental protection, historical preservation, and
other quality-of-life concerns.45
The FHA’s favouring of big developers was apparent in what they chose to insure. The FHA
overwhelmingly denied mortgages in areas of older construction, areas that were not zoned, and
areas where the incorporation or proximity of less restrictive zoning even mildly threatened
investments in low-density residential construction. The FHA provided a convincing case
that zoning for the city’s new single-family designation ‘R1’ and preserving it, accommodating
the vision of big developers and planners in other words, was the best way to assist hopeful
homeowners eager to acquire FHA-backed mortgages.46
The city conducted a property survey of the central 100 square miles of Los Angeles with
funding from the Civil Works Administration and concluded that much of the single-family
properties were not up to par with the FHA standards.47 Change was slow at first: from 1936
to 1938, the Council moved 14.3 miles of street frontage from multi-family designations into
single-family ‘R1’, 6.4 from business designations to residential ones, and 1.82 miles of frontage from industrial designations to various less intensive ones. In total, in this period, 25
miles of frontage was shifted to more restrictive designations versus 0.6 miles to less restrictive
ones.48 The federal policy of the 1930s seems to have brought an end to over-zoning in many
areas, at least on the scale seen in the 1920s, more than any other effort. Even during the wartime
housing crunch, planners warned against the consequences of permitting higher densities,
saying that it ‘would bring about a return to the old practice of overloading the land at the
expense of community welfare’.49
While in response to the postwar housing shortage, the City Council did ultimately pass an
ordinance reducing building setbacks, the general trend in the era was towards tighter restrictions.50 Large area-wide rezonings principally focused on down-zoning: rezoning multifamily ‘R4’ as ‘R2’ or ‘R1’ and accommodating commercial districts under the local commercial ‘C1’ designations rather than under the general commercial ‘C2’ designations.51 Municipal
level planning, federal standards, and the private housing industry together worked to build a
city characterized by large expanses of single-use development. This aided the realization of
multi-thousand unit single-family developments by community developers such as Fritz
Burns, contemporary co-chair of the National Association of Real Estate Boards and head of
the National Association of Home Builders, whose FHA-funded Westchester project in the
southwest section of the city was praised in the press as the largest and most spectacular feat
of city building ever witnessed in Southern California.52
The Planning Department made a concerted effort to coordinate FHA-spurred development
with planning. Long-range planning for the San Fernando Valley envisioned the preservation of
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profitable agricultural uses and the containment of urbanization in concentrated nuclei.53 Many
property owners stated their satisfaction with the city’s plans for contained urbanization in the
Valley, advocating against expanded development.54 Many more property owners, however,
desired a turnover to urban uses, especially single-family development.55 The year 1950 was
the busiest for the Planning Department since 1923: the city approved over 30,000 housing
units, with 25,000 of these being single-family homes.56
When zoning could not live up to plans’ expectations, plans were made to accommodate
zoning trends. Here was a case of zoning ‘wagging the planning dog’, as zoning critic
Richard Babcock later put it.57 Due to pressure for development, the 1955 Master Plan for
the San Fernando Valley advocated at least halving the amount of land in agricultural
zones.58 The original plan for preserving agriculture in the San Fernando Valley around
dense urban centres was compromised and the FHA-backed community builder reigned
supreme. Trends in zoning administration were now towards providing for lower density
rather than for concentration, culminating in the introduction of an ‘RE’ Residential Estate
zone in 1955 at the behest of wealthy newcomers to the San Fernando Valley.59 By the mid1950s, the goal of urban nuclei in an agricultural setting had proven unachievable, and rezoning
to non-agricultural uses was occurring without any reference to plans.60
By the mid-1960s, most of the agriculturally zoned land in the Valley had disappeared, and
the urban centres that the Planning Department had tried to promote bled into a single mass.
With the FHA’s requirement of low-density urbanization as the means for mass homeownership,
the march of development proceeded outward at an amazing pace. As the city advanced ever
closer to the natural growth boundary of the mountains and the ocean, land costs rose, and
multi-unit construction passed single-family construction in unit volume for the first time
since the 1920s in 1957.61 However, in a city where hundreds of thousands were now accustomed to large homogenous areas of single-family uses, and had bought under the assumption
that their property values depended on the maintenance of a low-density character, new building
trends presented a problem. The growth machine that characterized Los Angeles in the postwar
years would prove to be its own undoing.
The third regime: the era of the homeowner
Until 1960, Angeleno homeowners had usually fallen in step with the big developers. The adoption of zoning, promoted by the city’s big real estate interests, afforded homeowners protections
beyond what private covenants could give them. The FHA’s influence on zoning practice likewise satisfied both big developers and homeowners who saw it as a significant incentive against
spot-zoning for apartments and commercial development. However, after 1960, homeowners’
groups increasingly found something to dislike not only in the speculator seeking to construct
a service station on the corner, but also in many of the larger developers, the people who had
built communities just like theirs. In this era, current homeowners emerged victorious over
developers, potential homeowners, and the planners who represented their interests.
Problematically for homeowners, as land that could accommodate low-density development
dwindled in Los Angeles and its vicinity, developers began to pursue denser infill development
in already built-up areas. The first major gains of homeowners’ groups were in the tightening
and expansion of height district regulation. In 1962, in light of one especially riling apartment
building proposal, the Los Feliz Improvement Association petitioned to create a new height
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district more limiting than any current alternatives.62 Associations from various other wealthy
areas of the city in the Valley and on the Westside chimed in their approval of the proposed
height district, hoping that stiffer regulation would be adequate to protect vistas, one of the
many increasingly assumed inalienable assets of property ownership during the 1960s.63
Since then, two more even more restrictive height districts have been introduced at the behest
of homeowners.64
Height was only one target for homeowners’ groups. The city expanded the regimen of
exclusive residential zones in the 1960s, adding four ‘Residential Estate’ zones.65 Some neighbourhoods settled for nothing less than the new zoning designations: in one case, neighbours
condemned up-zoning to a more compact single-family ‘R1’ from ‘RE’ as advocating the creation of a slum even though the costs of new homes would be in line with others in the area.66
Suburbanites were evidently demanding that their neighbours lived at least as well as they did.
A 1962 case closing a rock quarry despite no clear viable alternative use led to a spate of
efforts to protect industrial uses.67 This culminated in the creation of the ‘MR1’ and ‘MR2’
Restricted Manufacturing districts in 1970 ‘to protect industrial land for industrial use’.68
Reform of commercial zoning was also performed with greater attention to homeowners’ sensibilities, when in 1960 the City Council ruled that the adjustments of zones to accommodate
shopping centres could not increase the overall amount of commercial land at the site.69 On
the hillsides, Los Angeles’ last undeveloped frontier, the spirit of preservation was perhaps
the strongest. While preservation was often geared towards protecting the fragile ecology of
the hills, it also assured that, as with large lot zoning in the flatlands, new arrivals lived at
least as well as current residents.
The rise of the homeowners was immediately reflected in the tone of citywide politics. In
1961, Valley Councilman Patrick McGee based his campaign for mayor, in a race he lost to
Sam Yorty, in large part on what the Los Angeles Examiner called his ‘unusual coucilmanic
record of being an almost constant dissenter . . . featured by his opposition to almost every development proposed’.70 Valley residential groups’ efforts to preserve agricultural land led to a
movement to recall local councilman Tom Shepard when he failed to protect agricultural
zoning in the rezoning of the Valley area of Porter Ranch.71
With their new-found authority in the City Council, homeowners’ groups could push freezes
on rezoning actions pending adoption of community plans.72 Los Angeles magazine opined that
planners were coming to ‘the troubling realization that public apathy can no longer be depended
upon’.73 On the homeowners’ side was a sense of moral authority because of their supposed
attention to non-material values of community. ‘Nobody is making a buck out of this homeowner association’, said Mrs Jerry Loeb of the Encino Property Owners Association in the
midst of a battle over development on Ventura Boulevard.74 Activists in the Valley’s
Sherman Way neighbourhood condemned high-density zoning as ‘monetarily prized’.75 A
band of ‘City Hall Fighters’ emerged in the Valley’s Sylmar district in the early 1960s;
abiding by a strict ‘us versus them’ mentality, they at the opening of the decade counted two
victories against a cemetery and a housing project. They described their opponent as a City
Hall bent on destroying ‘sitting duck’ communities.76
The term ‘growth machine’ has been applied to Los Angeles by critics of the real estate
industry’s traditional influence on zoning policy.77 However, what was unclear about the Los
Angeles ‘growth machine’ was whether the developer ‘elite’ consumed an inordinate reward;
significant communities of middle-class homeowners had coalesced around this ‘elite’s’
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products. For all the noise made by preservationist groups, one should consider data produced
by the Board of Zoning Appeals on the number of variances and conditional uses processed at
this time, which showed that while applicants for variances made 110 appeals to the board over
an 18-month period from January 1961 to June 1962, protesters made only 15.78 Fifteen cases in
a city of two and a half million hardly presents a picture of communities as ‘sitting ducks’ in the
face of corrupted zoning practices. In 1963, the Los Angeles Times reported on a group called
GRIPE, Group Representing Ignored Public Everywhere, ‘a sort of high-income area working
man’s group’ the paper said, working to create citizens’ advisory committees to act as devil’s
advocates at the Planning Commission meetings.79 However, the ratio of applicants’ appeals
versus protesters’ appeals to the Board of Zoning Appeals increased to 91 to 8 in the same year
and to 111 to 2 in 1964.80 These numbers raise the prospect that more than anything, local homeowners’ groups just made a lot of noise over a limited number of what were debatably abuses.
In delivering so much attention to the plight of suburban homeowners, the City Council
forgot the more formidable problems of the inner city. In Los Angeles, only the Watts Riots garnered changes to inner city zoning, when the city relaxed restrictions to allow for foster homes
and Head Start facilities.81 The city did, in a significant boon for the redevelopment of the central
city, halve parking requirements in Downtown Los Angeles in 1962.82 Elsewhere, however, the
city met the challenge of increased vehicle registration and an on-street parking problem with
increased parking requirements and with little to offset costs to developers. In 1965, the city
effectively doubled the parking requirements in all residential zones.83 In 1970, the City
Council overrode a mayoral veto to pass an ordinance increasing the required parking spaces
by increasing room counts, an ordinance the Department of City Planning described as ‘so
restrictive as to be detrimental’ and the Building Industry Association warned would come at
a cost of 7000 units per year.84
It was increasingly evident that the combination of high land costs, density restrictions, and
parking requirements was forcing developers to charge higher prices for housing units. Already
in 1963, builder Ray Wyatt of Los Angeles complained that unreasonable density restrictions
forced him to price units out of the range of the majority of consumers: ‘We are forced to
build 75% of our houses at prices 15% of our customers can afford’, he said.85 The Los
Angeles Times reported that one way to defeat inflated unit costs was to permit the high densities
capable of offsetting land costs.86
However, few things aggravated homeowners’ associations in the 1960s as much as Planned
Unit Developments, locally termed Residential Planned Developments (RPDs). Because they
allowed developers to cluster allowable density over a large area into smaller, compact
forms, planners hoped that RPDs would introduce an element of diversity long absent from
postwar construction.87 The RPD issue came to a head when in 1966 a county grand jury
indicted developer Bryan Gibson on charges of grand theft and conspiracy to pay 51,000
dollars in bribes over a conditional use permit for 900 units in a townhouse-style RPD in the
San Fernando Valley’s Chatsworth district.88
Public faith in planning and zoning fell precipitously, and the case quickly exploded into a
general trial of zoning. A resulting citizens’ committee report presented recommendations
calling for, among other things, regular area-by-area revision of the General Plan, the conformance of zoning with the General Plan, and standardized processing for conditional uses and
RPDs.89 The reaction from homeowners’ groups to the drafts of the citizens’ report was strongly
favourable. The West Valley Property Owners Association considered the citizens’ committee
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report a ‘bill of rights’ to be submitted to the city’s voters unaltered for its placement in the
Charter.90 The 1969 Charter amendments largely delivered on the recommendations, although
not, significantly, on zoning’s conformance with the General Plan.91
The Planning Department undertook each area-by-area review, termed Community Planning, with the aid of a local advisory group.92 From 1972, the Planning Department began to
organize its staff geographically to encourage specialization in local issues and priorities.93
Homeowners’ groups were major participants in Community Planning and made their mark
on the land-use plan of the city by calling for significant zoning rollbacks in their individual
Community Plan Areas. Also at that time, the Planning Department released the first citywide
conceptual plan, ‘Concept Los Angeles’. The Concept called for preserving areas of singlefamily construction and containing growth in high-density mixed-use concentrations called
centres. Planning Director Calvin Hamilton sought to bring the Concept in line with the
vision of community groups, endorsing the department’s own zoning rollback study. A 1972
study advocated a zoning capacity reduction of 35% for a 1990 population capacity of 4.1
million.94
However, this seemed far too permissive to critics, as it was still a great deal larger than the
current population of 2.8 million. This was a time when area planning workshops were discussing no growth as a realistic alternative.95 John Pastier of the Times wrote that ‘Although the
Concept claims to seek an end to laissez-faire development, it also takes special care to cultivate
the root of that evil by not curbing the inordinate growth of population’.96 The logic of the antigrowth movement explained that growth accommodation was really growth stimulation and that
permissive zoning was a self-fulfilling prophecy maintained by regulators at the behest of
wealthy developers. The Department of City Planning argued that this ‘inhumane’ position
‘ignored the nature of population increase’ and that overly stringent zoning would not stop
growth, but merely force it elsewhere.97 Unfortunately for anti-growth advocates, the 1972 rollback study, although incorporated into land-use plans, was at least for the time being toothless
and difficult to implement except on a parcel-by-parcel basis as long as the city could get away
with not enforcing the General Plan.98 In 1978, the state legislature passed Assembly Bill 283,
requiring that Los Angeles’ zoning conform to its General Plan by 1 July 1981.99 The General
Plan was finally implemented when a case filed by a coalition of 42 Westside and Valley homeowner organizations gave Los Angeles until March 1988 to make its zoning consistent with its
General Plan.100 An anti-growth machine was now firmly in place.
The expansion of regulation in this period was complimented by limited measures to provide
housing for some disadvantaged groups. The ‘15% ordinance’ of 1971 required all developments of five or more units made feasible pursuant to a zone change or conditional use
permit to reserve 15% of total units for low-income buyers.101 One promising development
for downtown came with a live/work ordinance that allowed residential and limited commercial
uses to occur in the same building.102 However, the high cost of living in Los Angeles and
throughout California was having a toll not only on low-income families and artists, but also
on the middle class. One result of this in the 1970s was a rebellion against property taxes in
the form of Proposition 13, a 1978 state-wide measure severely restricting cities’ and counties’
ability to raise taxes on residential property. As a result, residential construction, as far as fiscally
minded planners viewed it as a revenue-generating commodity, lost much of its appeal.103
The Housing Element of 1986 reported that the combined effects of Proposition 13 and
zoning restrictions meant that housing turnover was slow, and when new units were added to
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the city’s supply or older units came onto the market, they tended to go to the highest bidder;
that bidder was inevitably not a low-income earner.104 The potential homebuyers of Southern
California may have deserved to take advantage of the developing economy and region as
much as the previous generation. Unfortunately for them, they were frequently left outside a
land-use decision-making process dominated by homeowners and fiscally minded planners.
Bill Boyarsky of the Los Angeles Times reported that in 1980: ‘A 2500 square foot house on
one half acre of land with two large automobiles in the garage is no longer a realistic dream for
the average American family’.105 Such a sentiment did yield a townhome zone in 1984 – homes
with zero lot lines had been illegal since the Yard Ordinance of 1935 at the height of the
FHA-induced row house phobia.106 More permissive zoning for mobile homes also came in
the 1980s.107 The state’s 1981 ‘Granny Bill’ permitted local jurisdictions to allow accessory
dwelling units limited to two persons over 60 in single-family zones, while a 1982 bill required
the allowance of accessory dwelling units to be available to people of all ages.108 Los Angeles
followed suit establishing a conditional use process for these units.109
Also in 1982, the state mandated a density bonus of 25% if developers reserved 10% of units
for lower income households or 25% of units for low- or moderate-income households.110
However, in large cities, there was little interest in the density bonus because it could not overcome the barrier of high land costs.111 Developers were adamant that if they were given control
over zoning, the city could be housed. In the words of one developer: ‘It may be eighty-two
dwelling units to the acre, and units may be four hundred square feet, but it can be done’.112
By 1987, 72 density bonus projects had only produced 3520 rental units, 22.4% of which
were priced for moderate-, low-, or very-low-income earners.113 The city took the position
that the density bonus legislation was producing all the negative impacts of density without
creating a satisfactory supply of affordable units and suggested targeting it solely to low- and
very-low-income households.114 This became state law in 1989, guaranteeing a higher
number of units set aside for low- and very-low-income earners, but also further decreasing
the profitability of the affordable housing density bonus programme.115
Homeowner power culminated in 1986’s Proposition U, a measure that halved the allowable
floor-area ratio from 3:1 to 1.5:1 in commercial and manufacturing zones in the city’s prevalent
Height District ‘1’. Height District ‘1’ covered about 70% of the land zoned for commercial
and manufacturing uses and 85% of commercially zoned areas.116 When the initiative failed
to get sufficient support in the Council, anti-growth Councilman Zev Yaroslavsky took it to
the wealthy homeowners of the Valley and the Westside.117 Proponents gathered over
100,000 signatures, more than enough to place an initiative on the ballot for that year.118
The proposition’s supporters were able to gain a non-traditional ally in low-income minority
areas by linking their cause with that of the Concerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles
who were fighting a trash-burning operation in their area.119 However, many in the city’s lowincome communities may have supported the initiative for a different reason: Community Democrat publisher Willard Murray believed that the proposition would not stop development but
direct it out of high-income areas and cause it to be more evenly spread.120 The AfricanAmerican publication The Los Angeles Sentinel opposed the proposition.121 Ted Watson of
the Watts Labor Community Action Committee said that it ‘doesn’t have any real relationship
to what’s going on in South Central’.122
When the proposition passed, the low-slung commercial boulevards of Los Angeles, for
better or for worse, were effectively frozen in time for the foreseeable future. For planners, a
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voter initiative with so much power seemed a radical compromise of the city’s planning
traditions. The American Planning Association’s 1986 Los Angeles Conference was welcomed
by the Los Angeles Times with the words ‘Welcome to Los Angeles Planners: R.I.P’.123
Planners were soon, however, to be saddled with plenty of responsibility stemming from the
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) of 1970. In 1987, a court decision was handed
down in favour of the ‘Friends of Westwood’ who had sued the city to force the compiling of
Environmental Impact Reports for large-scale projects. Although state law was clear on the
subject, city policy had remained somewhat ambiguous.124 The city immediately made it a
policy that staff should conduct environmental reviews for all projects of over 40,000 square
feet, generating 500 or more car trips per day or having 25 or more residential units.125
Three years later, a city ordinance mandated a ‘site plan review’ process for all projects
meeting these thresholds.126 In Los Angeles, site plan review required the Planning Department
to find a proposal’s consistency with zoning, the General Plan, any redevelopment plan if applicable, that the proposed development would incorporate satisfactory mitigation procedures as
may be required by CEQA, that the proposed development would be compatible with development on neighbouring properties, and that if a residential development, it would incorporate the
appropriate type and placement of recreational facilities and amenities to improve habitability
and minimize impacts on abutting properties. Site plan review in essence limited the circumstances under which a developer could achieve by-right approvals for large projects and
expanded the city’s ability to mitigate project impacts even beyond what was required by
CEQA.
After the Westwood case, empowered homeowners took to the review of development proposals with renewed gusto, using site plan review as a mechanism to saddle private development
with conditions rendering it satisfyingly innocuous or infeasible. This watering down of new
development arguably came at the cost of further displacing development and any negative
impacts to fringe locations where it may be unaccounted for and also discouraging local benefits
that may come from development.127 Developers and their allies derided these new urban engineers as NIMBYs, sufferers of a ‘Not in My Back Yard’ syndrome: cynical homeowners who
refused to measure potential negatives of development against potential benefits to themselves
and others.

The fourth regime: the era of balance
In 1990, suburban anti-growth interests dominated land-use policy-making in Los Angeles. This
is arguably still the case today. The single-family house, opined Robert Greene in the L.A.
Weekly in 2003, had become a revolutionary force in the past quarter century.128 From the proliferation of large lot zoning and ever-increasing parking requirements to Proposition U and the
‘institutionalized NIMBYism’ of site plan review,129 the story of land-use regulation in Los
Angeles was for the better part of the late twentieth century written by suburban preservationists.
Lower income South Los Angeles so far had had an impact on liquor store regulation, but not
much else, and suburbanites were keen to keep any pro-development stances of Central and
South Los Angeles revitalization-focused politicians at bay. What began as a housing crisis
for lower income households in the 1960s has in the last two decades become a crisis affecting
the middle-class majority.
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The Citywide General Plan Framework of 1996, although it officially replaced the quartercentury-old ‘Concept Los Angeles’, largely reiterated the goals of the old plan: the preservation
of low-density residential areas and the accommodation of population growth in new and revitalized high-density mixed-use districts proximate to transit corridors.130 The vision called for
by the Framework has not, however, proven popular among the Valley and Westside homeowners eager for further empowerment.131
Their desires were partially addressed with the creation of Neighborhood Councils. Permitted by the 1999 Charter, these are voluntary non-mandatory organizations intended to
enhance community presence in decision-making. The Neighborhood Councils were part of
an effort to soothe Westside and Valley dissatisfaction with City Hall, which reached its
height in the late 1990s and early 2000s when the Valley attempted secession. One editorial
in the Valley’s Daily News argued that the secession effort was really a ‘smokescreen’ for
Valley homeowners’ desire to exercise greater control over land-use decisions.132
The Councils allowed by the 1999 Charter were, however, a watered-down version of a
much grander vision.133 Reform Commission member William Weinberger feared that a
genuine decentralization of zoning power would recreate the exclusivity characteristic of
the politically fragmented suburbs: ‘If each community decided they didn’t want any commercial development in their plan, that would have an effect on the entire city’.134 As a
result of these anxieties, the Neighborhood Councils essentially became official advisory
community liaisons to City Hall: less powerful than initially planned, but still influential
platforms.
It is likely fortunate that the Commission felt as it did: a 2007 University of Southern California study painted a bleak picture of decentralized democracy in Los Angeles. The Neighborhood Councils, the study found, had failed to become representative of their communities in
terms of demographics and local priorities. The Councils were generally wealthier and whiter
than their constituents.135 Nor were they substantively representative of their communities:
whereas 20% of likely voters ranked education as their top priority, under 5% of Neighborhood
Council members did so. Whereas only 5% of likely voters ranked land use as their top priority,
over 25% of Neighborhood Council members did so.136 Indeed, land-use issues at the time of
the study accounted for 49% of issue-oriented Neighborhood Council activities citywide and
60% in the wealthier Westside and San Fernando Valley.137 The Councils themselves were
years into their existence undecided over the issue of enhanced land-use powers, with some
fearing that the power would lead the Councils to ignore other relevant issues even more.138
Not that the lack of this power hurt them greatly: despite the lack of greater authority in
land-use matters, land use was the most often cited area of achievement for the Councils according to the study.139
This further empowerment of homeowners occurred in the context of an acute housing crisis.
The federal government’s Center on Budget and Policy Priorities found in the late 1990s that the
Los Angeles area suffered a shortfall of 300,000 units at the end of the decade, making its
housing the second most overcrowded in the nation, second only to neighbouring Orange
County.140 The city of Los Angeles played no minor role in the crisis, with half of the shortfall
blamed on the city.141 Fifteen per cent of the county’s households were overcrowded in 2001,
triple the national average.142 The Southern California Association of Governments reported at
the time that only 8000 housing units were being produced in the city per year, but 60,000 were
necessary per year to alleviate the high cost of housing.143
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A 2001 joint report of the University of Southern California’s Southern California Studies
Center and the Brookings Institution, Sprawl Hits the Wall, opined that the city was still operating under the assumptions of the suburban era: namely that the supply of land was unlimited.144 ‘Simply put’, said the report, ‘the region is building the wrong type of housing in the
wrong location at the wrong price for the population and economy it now has’.145
However, the anti-growth achievements of the previous decade left limited prospects for an
adjustment of the development climate the report observed. The General Plan Housing Element
of 1994 reported 1,210,819 units in the city, with a capacity for 958,237 more assuming a 100%
build-out.146 However, there was economics to consider – whether or not allowable densities
would permit developers to recover land costs in their developments. There was also the
issue of how much neighbours were willing to allow. Despite the supposed room to grow,
only 84,255 multi-family units were added in the 15 years following 1994, not 14% of the estimated multi-family build-out. In contrast, 21,888 single-family units were added in the same
period, 65% of the single-family build-out.147 There remains an evident bias in what gets permitted in Los Angeles.
The meagre rate of housing construction in the city has propelled an increasingly conspicuous and illegal overcrowding problem. Already by 1990, there were an estimated 40,000–
50,000 illegal dwelling units in Los Angeles, housing 200,000 people.148 In 1997, a joint
task force recommended the rehabilitation of illegal units with city funds and granting the
improved units temporary occupancy permits.149 Homeowners’ groups balked at the
measure, with one saying that it was ‘gutting the Los Angeles zoning code through the back
door’.150 The problem is unresolved and, in the meantime, illegal units have persisted as a
hazard to their inhabitants.151
The city has had some success in the last decade introducing new zoning categories that
promise to deliver a greater number of market-rate units. In 1999, the City Council convened
a Housing Crisis Task Force to generate recommendations on ways to increase housing opportunities in the city.152 Describing the city’s capacity for new residential development at ‘nearly
zero’, the Task Force’s Land Use and Planning Sub-Committee delivered recommendations on
the zoning code, processing, incentives for affordable housing, and other areas.153 Delivering on
these recommendations has required to some extent getting around Proposition U – a
manoeuvre that has done significant further damage to relations between City Hall and many
neighbourhood groups. In 2002, the City Council created two new ‘Residential Accessory Services’ zoning designations that permitted ground-floor-accessory-limited commercial uses
through vertical subdivision.154 These could replace the commercial zoning affected by Proposition U while preserving the possibility of commercial uses and restore the residential potential of sites where Proposition U had removed it. By 2010, the implementation had resulted in
the provision of 10,900 units.155
The adaptive reuse of underutilized commercial buildings presented another opportunity for
housing provision. A 1999 ordinance established procedures for the adaptive reuse of commercial or industrial economically unviable buildings built before the 1974 institution of modern
building codes in downtown and adjacent Westlake district.156 The 2002 Adaptive Reuse Incentive Areas Specific Plan expanded the geographical scope of the Adaptive Reuse programme to
other historical commercial areas of the city including Hollywood and mid-Wilshire.157 In early
2010, the Department of City Planning estimated that the adaptive reuse ordinance had produced
9156 units.158

Downloaded by [University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)] at 13:34 24 October 2012

Planning Perspectives

407

The adaptive reuse programme, along with the long-in-progress approval of standards for
home occupations in 1996, signalled a shift towards land-use control through performance standards.159 However, it seems unlikely that the use of such standards will develop further in the
city’s residential areas. The accommodation of illegal units through performance standards, for
example, seems to be understood by homeowners’ groups only as setting a dangerous precedent.
Nevertheless, it may be argued that the past 20 years have witnessed a diversification of Los
Angeles’ zoning policy. Not a quarter century after Proposition U, there does seem to be any
dominating narrative out of City Hall with regard to zoning. The complaints of suburban homeowners over limited clout in City Hall seem out of touch considering that there is an actual group
of have-nots who do not live in single-family homes on the Westside, but in various valleys and
deserts of Southern California distant from preferable locations or in overpriced and often overcrowded rental units in the denser parts of Los Angeles and its region. Councilman Ed Reyes has
summarized the situation, if somewhat pessimistically: ‘L.A. today is a tale of two cities, with
the haves protected by City Hall, and the have-nots left to fend for themselves’.160
Conclusion
To simplify the history of land-use regulation in Los Angeles, there seem to be four distinct
phases or regimes: the first lasting from the advent of citywide land-use regulation in 1909
until the mid-1930s, the second from the mid-1930s until the 1960s, the third phase from the
1960s until 2000, and a fourth arguably in progress over the last decade. Each is defined by
the domination of one or more interest groups over others in policy-making. The first phase,
lasting from the initiation of citywide districting legislation until the first half of the Depression,
was characterized by the hegemony of speculative real estate interests. While large-scale development interests brought zoning and planning into being in Los Angeles, they failed to gain adequate control over its exercise. The resulting real estate bubble of the 1920s collapsed with dire
consequences for speculators and their market in quickly lost property values, and for big developers and the wealthier homeowners they served in a plethora of shoddily subdivided and vacant
properties, it deflated the value of adjacent better planned areas.
With the collapse of property values in the late 1920s and the founding of the FHA in 1934, a
new phase in the history of land-use regulation ensued. The intervention of the FHA made the
low-density development of residential property more profitable because it greatly expanded the
accessibility of the single-family home. This achievement was at the expense of the inhabitants
and landowners of the central city, who failing to gain the federal support presented to suburban
buyers and developers were left to deal with decay and declining property values. The outward
focus of development also created a predicament for future urbanization considering the natural
growth boundaries of the Los Angeles region.
The danger presented by the pattern of growth realized between the Depression and the
1960s was not only in the inadequate recycling of valuable land or in associated geographical
inequalities, but also in its construction of a large class of suburban homeowners attached to
the concept of unchanging conditions as the underpinning of their homes’ values. As this population matured in the 1960s, they became the chief opponents of developers intending to capitalize on demand in already developed areas. Through the election of anti-growth candidates to
the City Council, the suburban homeowners of the Valley and the Westside were able to impose
their preferred model of growth, basically a system of no growth or slow growth, on the entire
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city. This has been a desperately unfair scenario for areas in need of revitalization or simply
more tolerant to greater growth.161
Arguably, the city of Los Angeles may just in the last decade be witnessing a third paradigm
shift. Since the 1980s, low-income areas of South Los Angeles have finally gained a role in landuse planning matters. The shrinking share of homeowners and a growing population for whom
the housing market presents no safe or healthy options has generated enough anxiety among
some in planning and the City Council to raise a challenge to the hegemony of suburban homeowners in growth matters. It has been a short time since the introduction of many strategies for
the promotion of urban infill and accommodation of population, and we arguably have not seen
significant results. In addition, critics are correct when they point out that too much of this development does not serve the people who need housing the most.
On the bright side, the first decade of the twenty-first century may at last have been the
decade in which planners and legislators, even though still driven by the concerns of an affluent
minority, represent a diverse enough segment of the electorate to at least be trying to expand the
definition of the public served by land-use regulation. The advocacy for the general welfare
hoped for 90 years ago now seems an achievable goal.
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