
Downtown Los Angeles
community-driven change

2009 Sustainable Design Assessment Team (SDAT) Program

The Sustainability Committee was recently awarded a grant by the 
American Institute of Architects (AIA) for $15,000 in professional 
services to help us develop a community greening strategy. The 
Center for Communities by Design 2009 Sustainable Design 
Assessment Team (SDAT) Program will provide our neighborhood 
with a comprehensive approach to sustainability.

The SDAT process will help the growing community of Downtown 
Los Angeles develop with the benefit of sustainable practices to 
ensure the public health of this and future generations. The Mayor, 
City Council, and State of California have recently launched several 
sustainability programs and there is a need for public outreach and 
education. How does our community access these programs and 
implement their benefits for a cleaner, more livable city? Substantial 
clusters of cultural attractions, artists and galleries, and new pockets 
of residential development have changed the scope of issues we 
face as an urban environment and creative solutions are necessary 
to enhance the increased density. 

The Sustainability Committee of the Downtown Los Angeles 
Neighborhood Council is working to develop a community greening 
“toolkit” that any stakeholder can use to contribute positively 
to a greener urban environment. In response to the downtown 
neighborhood’s steady revitalization, the Sustainability Committee 
wants to identify resources and programs available to the public, 
develop a program of outreach and community education, and 
encourage public participation through the development of this 
strategy. Tenants, residents, workers, business owners, and 
the homeless should be involved throughout the process. The 
Sustainability Committee will provide support to the Sustainable 
Design Assessment Team (SDAT) process while developing an 
outreach strategy to facilitate the implementation of the SDAT plan 
with public consensus. 

The SDAT process will provide us with a comprehensive understanding 
of how to manage the transformation of our neighborhood and 
maximize the potential community benefits of this growth. The 
SDAT process will provide guidance to the Sustainability Committee 
and Downtown Los Angeles Neighborhood Council as it facilitates 
community collaboration and partnership to meet the needs 
of all stakeholders in a pedestrian-oriented, sustainable urban 
environment. 

Downtown Los Angeles: Community-driven change

Executive Summary

For the full proposal, please go to our blog:
downtownsustainability.blogspost.com

http://downtownsustainability.blogspot.com
http://downtownsustainability.blogspot.com


As part of the request for proposals, the American Institute 
of Architects (AIA) outlined three categories of issues defining 
sustainability: environmental, social and economic. The 
Sustainability Committee defined the following three categories 
by asking the SDAT to review the following issues within our 
community:

1 .  E n v i r o n m e n t a l
C O M M U N I T Y - D R I V E N  I N I T I A T I V E S  F O R  E N E R G Y 
E F F I C I E N C Y :  Downtown’s revitalization has included the 
rehabilitation of existing buildings, new construction and street 
improvement projects. With revitalization comes the opportunity 
to commit to a greener environment in Downtown Los Angeles 
as a community. Our community should be empowered to make 
choices regarding the source of our energy and how efficiently it 
is used. It will take the commitment of communities across the 
region to make city and state regulations effective so changes 
must occur at the local level for any regional impact to be made. 
The SDAT process will help the Sustainability Committee define 
best practices and community goals while addressing some 
of the contributing factors to the urban heat island effect and 
subsequent high energy loads in Downtown Los Angeles.

Our community needs tools we can all use to improve energy 
efficiency so we can encourage our city leaders to maintain and 
advance these goals on a more regional level. By developing a 
comprehensive community greening strategy, the Downtown 
Los Angeles Neighborhood Council can foster participation 
through partnership and outreach to downtown stakeholders 
while improving our energy efficiency. 

The Sustainability Committee would like to engage the 
community and inform them of existing services and 
programs that help reduce operating costs (less waste), 
improve community welfare, and enhance existing qualities of 
downtown. The SDAT process will help us identify how we might 
advance our commitment to sustainability as a committee to 
our neighborhood at large. 

A I R  Q U A L I T Y  -  A  R E G I O N A L / L O C A L  P R O B L E M : 
One approach to reducing cooling loads is to design buildings 

suited for natural ventilation. As a community, we need to 
develop a strategy for improving air quality downtown. We 
should address how to reduce massive cooling loads, minimize 
the urban heat island effect, and establish an environment 
where natural ventilation is a clean option when ventilating a 
residential or commercial building.

Downtown temperatures are often 12-15°F warmer than 
outlying suburbs, making it uncomfortable to walk around on 
warmer days. Because of its location in the Los Angeles Basin, 
emissions from regional automobile use and smog from the 
Los Angeles/Long Beach port creates a major public health 
problem. Atmospheric inversion occurs when exhaust is caught 
in the air. Los Angeles only has 15 inches of rainfall per year so 
there is no purge of the pollution and the roads and sidewalks 
downtown are slick with soot after even the lightest rain.

The State of California has tried to mitigate air quality concerns 
through the early passage of legislation such as the Clean Air 
Act. In 2006, Assembly Bill 32 (AB32) was passed to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by 2020 (a 30% 
reduction). AB32 supports green-tech business development 
and promotes public health. AB32 also links emissions to land 
use planning and transportation. As the center of public transit in 
the region, downtown Los Angeles has a significant opportunity 
to reduce sprawl by increasing residential development in its 
core to offset development on the urban fringe, changing travel 
patterns for thousands of people from a single occupancy 
vehicle to alternative modes (including by foot).

AB32 assumes that, on a per-capita basis, every man, woman 
and child in California will have to reduce annual emissions by 4 
tons per person by 2020. Until we can shift our behavior on the 
local level, we will continue to face the same regional problems 
as other urban nodes across Los Angeles. The SDAT report will 
help us establish priorities and opportunities to enhance these 
programs while creating a framework for new programs to fill the 
gaps for a comprehensive approach on the community level.

2 .  S o c i a l
P U B L I C  S P A C E :  The potential for density downtown with 
its existing building stock and open lots supports the vision for 



a pedestrian-oriented community and neighborhood. To offset 
the density of the neighborhood, cool open space is necessary 
and the community wants dog parks, green space, and shade. 
To promote community health and interaction, shared open 
space can create connection and social networking for the 
neighborhood. However, our primary open space, our streets, 
are not built or maintained to capture this potential.

Quimby fees are collected from developers and are designated 
for new parks and open space or existing park maintenance 
and improvements. Of the millions of dollars collected from 
downtown development, there is no new open space to offset 
the density introduced downtown by these projects. The City of 
Los Angeles Parks & Recreation Department, in response to a 
public outcry, ihas been reviewing its ordinances and internal 
policies to enhance how Quimby fees are allocated and used as 
intended. Mandated by the State, there is nearly $12.6 million 
in unused Quimby Fees available for parks and open space 
development downtown. The recent purchase of land for an 
urban park on Spring Street indicates a positive step forward in 
the utilization of these funds.

The Green Building Program and the CRA/LA Cleantech 
Redevelopment Strategy present additional opportunity for 
innovation in sustainable economy and design; how these 
programs evolve will have a significant impact on the future 
of the City of Los Angeles. With its rapid development and 
physical transformation, Downtown Los Angeles is an incubator 
for sustainability with an unique opportunity for the community 
to adopt sustainable practices and foster a pedestrian-oriented 
urban environment.

The concentration of attractions and cultural heritage also 
makes Downtown Los Angeles a tourist attraction where visitors 
can stay in a hotel and walk around the neighborhood. Local 
public transit is affordable at 25¢/ride. The DASH connects 
several of these pedestrian pockets to centers of government 
and banking. It is time to focus on means of enhancing the 
pedestrian experience downtown as it remains accessible to 
places further away by a number of transit options. The SDAT 
will provide our community with a plan to compliment efforts by 
the City (e.g. urban design guidelines) from the ground up.

A C C E S S I B I L I T Y  T O  D I V E R S E ,  A F F O R D A B L E 
H O U S I N G :  Downtown Los Angeles has a large homeless 
population and needs more affordable housing as the cost 
of rentals in the area increase. The influx of young, educated 
professionals presents an opportunity to harness creative, 
community-building energy to enhance the neighborhood 
through social networking while maintaining affordability. 
Inevitably, rents will increase in these new pockets of pedestrian 
activity. This needs to be balanced with the availability of 
affordable housing, services, and sustainable employment 
opportunities in the neighborhood. 

The Mayor recently announced a five-year, $5 billion commitment 
to build 20,000 affordable housing units in the city to help 
the struggling middle class. With beautiful existing and even 
historic buildings, Downtown Los Angeles could potentially 
convert dozens of vacant building shells into affordable housing 
with integrated social services to help the homeless population 
address its many challenges including addiction, mental 
illness, criminal history, as well as the need for education and 
job training. It is important that this and all affordable housing 
schemes provide for a range of mixed income developments 
that include a range of housing affordability, from market rate 
to workforce housing and very low income units.

The top-down nature of these programs, however, are 
less sustainable for the community which must live 
with the outcome. Work must be done at the most 
local level to ensure the success of these programs. By 
facilitating a community-driven solution, the Downtown  
Los Angeles Neighborhood Council can help foster the necessary 
public and private partnerships necessary for success. The 
neighborhood council can support the SDAT process through 
community outreach, feedback, and consensus-building. The 
most successful public policy for sustainability will be the result 
of a didactic process where the community is involved in the 
outcome. The SDAT will provide our neighborhood with a report 
informing us of ways and means to meet these objectives. 

By facilitating the provision of more affordable housing to the 
most at-risk members of the community and as a whole, a 
better-informed Downtown Los Angeles Neighborhood Council 



will work with community leaders as they develop their strategies 
and tactics at their respective level of authority. By introducing 
more open space, Downtown Los Angeles will be able to support 
increased density by offsetting the physical challenges of high-
rise living and work environments with public space that meets 
the diverse needs of this community.

3 .  E c o n o m i c
P U B L I C  S E R V I C E S :  Economic turmoil has made 
households and businesses concerned about finances while 
social service providers on Skid Row prepare for an influx of 
unemployed and displaced persons on the streets. How does 
our mixed-use neighborhood adopt more energy efficient and 
sustainable practices in a time when people are concerned 
about their financial security? As the City of Los Angeles looks 
to cut more than $300M-$400M from our budget this coming 
year, we must identify key services and programs available 
through city departments that our community does not want 
to lose. 

At the first Sustainability Committee meeting this fall, the Bureau 
of Sanitation presented its growing list of recycling programs. 
Many community members expressed concern about the lack of 
residential recycling downtown. Some buildings have organized 
collections to help residents recycle. However, there is a multi-
family recycling program available to everyone in Los Angeles 
and anyone, including a tenant, can call to request service. 
The Bureau of Sanitation offers garbage assessment services 
to help businesses cut waste and trash fees and consultation 
services for building management to help set-up residential 
recycling collection centers. These programs offer substantial 
opportunity as new buildings open and residents move in. How 
we use public services will determine their priority as hard 
budget decisions must be made. The SDAT process can help 
the Sustainability Committee identify the most effective public 
services and programs as we address a more pedestrian-
friendly, livable downtown.

R E V I T A L I Z A T I O N  &  A C C E S S I B I L I T Y :  Downtown’s 
revitalization has included the rehabilitation of existing 
buildings, new construction, and ancillary development. We 
must enhance this development with greater connectivity 

between these nodes of new development and 
residential populations.

How do we identify opportunities for greater public 
participation in greening our neighborhood? Do we 
start a green power initiative, for instance, to inform 
tenants and building owners of their energy source 
options? Would a more successful program provide 
energy efficiency tools for tenants in a space they do 
not own? What are the potential costs and how do we 
evaluate the benefits on the community level? 

This neighborhood has demonstrated capacity for 
diversity in growth and opportunity through the 
combination of rehabilitating historical buildings, 
converting building use, and new sustainable 
construction. In a neighborhood able to organically 
support a vibrant pedestrian economy, surface 
parking lots are concrete gaps in the urban fabric. The 
sidewalks are black with residue even with the help of 
successful private programs to clean and enhance the 
streetscapes. Downtown stakeholders need affordable 
housing, open space and a comprehensive sustainable 
strategy for future neighborhood transformation and 
enhancement.

T h e  S D A T  P r o c e s s
A  P L A N  F O R  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y :  The SDAT 
program is a community assistance program that brings 
teams of volunteer professionals (such as architects, 
urban designers, planners, hydrologists, economists, 
attorneys, and others) to work with community decision-
makers and stakeholders to help them develop a vision 
and framework for a sustainable future.

The SDAT process will help the downtown community 
understand the scope of the opportunities and 
challenges it will face in developing a community 
greening strategy. As the Sustainability Committee 
of the Downtown Los Angeles Neighborhood Council, 
we will work with the SDAT to identify where we can 
make the most substantial impact for the broadest 



group of stakeholders in our neighborhood through a 
comprehensive approach to sustainability. 

There will be a preliminary site visit to be followed by a 
three-day visit from the multidisciplinary SDAT in Spring 
2009. The SDAT will then provide our community with 
a full report, highlighting strengths and weakness 
regarding sustainability downtown. In addition, they will 
make recommendations regarding opportunities (and 
obstacles) to change. 

This process is specifically meant to compliment exisiting 
city and statewide efforts, such as the implementation 
of urban design guidelines and the green building 
program, at the community level. The SDAT will provide 
ongoing consultation and follow-up through the first 
year of implementation of the community greening 
strategy. 

F O R  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y,  B Y  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y: 
As a committee of the Downtown Los Angeles 
Neighborhood Council, the Sustainability Committee 
seeks public partnership and is currently developing an 
outreach and advocacy program to help address issues 
of sustainability downtown by developing a “toolkit” of 
resources available to anyone who lives, works or owns 
a business downtown. 

We have developed a series of objectives for our first 
year which we hope will engage and benefit the diverse 
group of people who live and work in our community. 
The SDAT process will further our goals in developing 
a comprehensive community greening strategy by 
providing us with an objective, technical plan for 
implementation.

We encourage you and all members of our community 
to get involved in this process.  We are currently 
working on establishing a Steering Committee for this 
process and hope to include a broad representation of 
community stakeholders and decision-makers.

T H E  F U L L  P R O P O S A L :  A copy of the complete 
SDAT proposal is available online (click here) and more 
information about our progress will be posted on our 
website: http://downtownsustainability.blogspot.com. 
The Sustainability Committee encourages you to join 
us at our meetings on the Third Monday of the Month 
from 6:30pm-8:00pm (location listed on the blog). 

Our mission: The Sustainability Committee is dedicated 
to empowering the downtown community to create a 
culture of sustainability. We will work with the community 
to increase accessibility to existing programs and 
services through outreach and public education. We will 
identify and create opportunities for new programming 
and partnerships to meet our goals for a more livable, 
affordable, and efficient urban center.

For more information, please contact: 

Ashley Zarella, LEED AP, Assoc. AIA 
Chair, Sustainability Committee
Director, Area-Wide Workforce, Private Sector
Downtown Los Angeles Neighborhood Council
Cell: 917-974-1891
Email: sustainability@dlanc.com
Blog: downtownsustainability.blogspot.com
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