Why It Took 17 Years to Build 4
Housing Units in Los Angeles
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The 17 years of false starts and delays are an extreme instance of how diffscult it has long been to
bikild afordable houing i Cahbormnaa—lar bath the hamelsss g well as Sovwer and muddle- meame

wirkers—and in other states with complex regulatsons and high codts,

Thie development has faced nearly every hurdle that California laws allow oppanents to place in

the way ol atfordanle kaisting. Approvals by paliticians and commissions teak years, often keld up
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nent an the ety council. It took the dovelopers mare thise 10 Win over

skeptical neighbors who were particalarly opposed to nearby housing for the mentalby ill ar

homeelpss, Fiaancing hurdies and other oosts pli
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In California, affordahle housing developers typically abide by a host of requirements when they

take public subssdies, such as tougber enengy-eicsency standards and hgher wikges for consirse-

ticn workers. They olien néed to budd amenttiés such &8 oflices for socisl workers and transt-

hoosting features such as bike storage
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“Wo're really committed to things like climate change and we're very commitied to transit-ari
ented development,” sasd Linda Mandalinl, pressdent of Bay Area-based Eden Housing, a roaprobit

lon-1isbame houding bialder. "But thide goals doai™ coome [oF [res.”

Housing costs and homelessmess have become the top poditical issue in the state, prompting offi
cials b sed ambitions goals o budld mare housieg, faster. Los Angedes i1 akming to constnict mone
than 430,000 new komes by 2029, & feat thal wioubd requine bve Bines a8 much consiruction as
ocourred in the previous decade, according toa May repart from researchers at the University of

Callfornia Los Anpeled” Ziman Cenler for Keal Estate and Calilormia State University Northridgs,

Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass has pointed to the delays with Lorona Plaza as an oxample of what
the city i iryving 10 hi The mayer 1S expaditing permits tor prajects in whach all of the anats are

canslened affardable ard cuthng other red tape that has idelined propecis.

“How on earth could we expect to ouse 40000 [homeless ] people if we continue to do business as
usual?" the Democrat asked in a speech at the development's construction site last year.

There are still serious impediments to building enough housing in Los Angeles and the state,
Existing subgidied that fusd aflordable houging construction are oversubscribed. And cities keep

oF ways 0o biock new housing, market-rate or aflordagle.

Lm0 i

The Bay Area suburh of Woodside, for example, last year tried to declare that its engire city was a
fibblfilalE hon Fedupe Lo prevent apartment developminl. The towh, wheeh later resercad the decy-

a0, didn't return a redguest for comment.

Affordable housing faces hundles owtside of California, too, In New York City, a developer's plan to
Biuild low-income apartments al the sibe of 4 community garden 10 lower Manhattan has been held
up for & décade by cily reveew processst and Bwswits hied by opponents. In Dallas, a mixed-
income apartment complex planned for an empty feld in the morthern part of the city was delayed
{or more than three years by deed restrictions that allowed nejghbaring property owners to die-

ate Bard use.



What Gets Built in Los Angeles
L.A. apartment building permits between

2010 and 2022, by completion status

W Completed B Not yet completed
0 500 1,000 1,500 2,000

Market-rate -
Mixed -
income

100% I
affordable

Note: Multifamily projects issued city permits
between January 2010 and November 2022, Permits
count buildings, not units. Affordable units are
income restricted. Mixed-income buildings contain
both market rate and affordable units.

Source: UCLA, Cal State Northridge, Los Angeles
Department of Building and Safety

An apariment bailding takes an averape of four years to baikd in LA, according to a UCLA and
CSU-Northridge analyais of bullding permits from 2000 to 2022, Two-and-a-hall af those four

years come after the approvals process,



About 36% of projects that received permits in California between 2000 and 2022 had not yet been
eampleled, daocording to CLA.

“Thinking abowt building in a city like Los Angeles and dealing with the politics, navigating the
bureancracy, 105 the bt place [ want to be,” sajd Caleb BEaape, chiel poecuiive af the Paciiic Com-
pannes, i West Coadt aflordable housung bulder based in Idaha.

California Goy, Gavin Newsom is pashing changes at the state level, as are the mayors of other
cifles when: hbusing constrection kas been pammfally stow and homelesiness Rag risen.

In San Jose, Calif, the average cost to build just one anit of low-income howsing shot wp by 24% in
2022 akone, hitting a feow Kagh of S9GE,700, ar roughdy what 11 costs 1 buny a thres - bidroom bamnga-
lovw there, according toan October report commissioned by Che ity

San Francisoo permitied 856 housing umits this year through October. Mew Braunfels, Texas,
which 12 one-eighth the size of San Francizeo by population, pernutted 1,940 unkts in the same
pericd, according to data compaled by the U5, Department of Housing and Urban Development.

In Los Angeles, Lorena Fiaza, if all goes as planned fram here, will open in the late summer. [ts 4%
urls will consist of siudics wp to threée-bedroam apartments. They will meatare bebween abaut
420 and 1050 square feet and teafure full-size kitchens, The rentals will be priced 3o that people
making bess than 50% of the area median inconse can afford them. The units cost $34.2 million to
bl

The project's wood beams are stacking up in Boyle Heights. [t's a neighborhood that over the past
century hias made homeownership possible to a rotating cast: Irsh and Jewish immigrants ai the
turn of the century gave way 1o Black residents barred {rom baying elsewhere, before beconing
the predominantly Latino neighborhood it is today. Vendors hawk elote, tamales and flowers on
afreel COrners.
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Some T4% of the neighborhood's residents are renters, and for mare than two decades, rents have
rigen [aster than in the reet ol Los Angeles, according ta one by povernment -commassanned

sinicy, amed an g of gher-earning resicenls

In 2007, A Communrity of Friends, a nonprafit developer known as ACOF, proposed to build perma
nent suppartive bousing, & type of project desigrned for low-1ncame people with speahc needs In
the case of Lovena Plaza, it meant some units woudd be set aside [or those who had expersencsd
homelessness or mental bealth issues, and who would rely on services such as social work and

healtheare provsded by on-site stall.

The Los Angeles Coanty Metropalitan Transportation Authority agresd to provide the land, bt
was slow to make 1t avaibabde, in large part because it was being used as a staging area during the
eandtruction of a trasm e, A global nancial enss further deraled plans. By the ime Lhe écon-
amy began rebounding in 2012, the deepest troubles for the 49 could-be apartments were setting

The city councilman representing the neighborhood, Jose Huizar, had broad powers to delay
nrgjects on his turf, To get & oty subsidy, the denelopers woull need o signed letter Irom Hulzar,

who 3a1 on the MTA board and rémaised oppoded 10 Lthe project far years

Lrodat

Dora Leong Gallo, executive directar of ACOF, recalled a mervous 5003 meeting with Huizar’s staff

Huaizars stall wianted more commercedl space, Gallo sakd. Dnee that was satished, Chey rodguesieg

thi approval o the Bovle Heghts Ne gk rhichd Counctl, & commiinity advisory group.
“He mowed the goal posts,” Gallo said

Huizar is currently awsiting sentencing after pleading guilty to cormaption charges unrelated to
Lorera Flaza, His attorney sakd that “ascing for adainonal commercial space and suppart from the

netghbarhood councl seem not arily lkke roatine asks, bl respangible anes.”

In & series of heated commumnity meetings, some area homeowners and renters incheding vendors
sl El Mercado, a bastling, three-atory indsar market next door, chaled at the sles of sharng the

nérgBbortosd with mentally Ul amnd bomeless resulenls

“They're trving to bring mentally ill people to put our children at risk,” Pedro Rosado. the cwnier of
E Mercads, shid durng & 2013 keaning. Rodads dicd 1p 2005 and g dhildren, Tomny &nd Marlens,

canfimied has appeals. They didn't respond to requests for comment,

In 2015 the development got o boost after the neighborhood council woted 15-1 to let ACOF pro-
o, [1 took about analher year to recenve cty approval on all the necessary saning and erviron-

N ] PeviEwe.
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State law provided an opportunity to stall Lorena Plaza further. The Rosados appealed the
project’s city-approved esvironmental review, claming i was oo dense lar an already-over-

erowded area, according o The Hing.



Alandmark state law called the California Erviroamental Cuality Act. passed in 1570 and signed
by Goat. Bonald Reagan, allows any oppanent 0o nse appeas to slow down devesopment oif they
clalm ervironmental reviews are fawed. In Los Angetes, appeals are board by the ety coanell’s
Planning an< Land Use Management Committee, That body was chaired by Huizar

“He had double power,” said Jose Torres. the project manager for Lorena Flaza at the time, “0ne
&% 4 countal member of his own digtrict, and the alher a8 the chalr of PLUM."

The committee didn't schedule a hearing en the appeal for more than a year. When the project did
et a hearing, Hulzar sided with the Rosados, saying an abandoned ol well on the site posed 3
pofeniial hazand.

By 2017, California’s housing crisis was worsening. Economists estimated there was a shortage of
thres mullion homes statewide. On the campaign trabl, gubernatorial hopefnl Newsom was vowing
o spearhesd an elfort to alleviate hometessness and slow down home prices by buallding 3.5 mil-
lion vomes within eight vears. While housing production has ticked upin recent years, it still sits
well belosw hall the pace needed 10 L thalt Gguare.

Media attention zevoed in on the Lorena Flaza project and its yearsbong saga, prompting the
Chamber of Commeree and the United Way (o rally bekind it In early 2018, Hutzar calbed up the
Log Angeles Tames (o 34y be had changed his mand after the developer made concessions and
would push for the project's approval,

The owners of Bl Mercado then turmed to the courts, filing a lawsuit alleging ACOF didn't properly
ildress potential sodl contamination. The case dragged on unill ADOF and the Business owners
Seftled in 2030
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By 2021, when the Lorena Plaza developers secared all the necessary funding. the project’s costs
had shot up by 59 million, ar about one-thind, n the foee years after 1t frst received approvals to
budled, Gallo sabd.

“It’s unfortunate what happened, bat | think it's very ilhestrative,” Gallo sakd. "1 think a kot of
things have changed as a result of this particular project.”

Much of what stifled constraction of Lorena Plaza likely woualdn't have happened now dus o
recent Liw changes. Develapers no longer need a better of support from their city councll member
1o receive alfordable howsing funding,

Envirenmental appeaks kave to be heard within 75 days, Zoning approvals for affordable projects,
wihich teak mose than & vear at Lovens Plazs, are now happening a4 qubckly as 8 few months-time
unider a Mayar Bass executive order.

David Aghaei, co-founder of Elecs Ventures, a developer with a pipeline of more than 20 all-
affordable bousing projects in Las Angeles, said the changes have significantly improved the time-
lime far four of kis larger projects. Qe of them, which will being 222 units of affordable howsbng Lo
Louth Los Angeles, received planning approvals in five months. Historically, Aghaei said, that
corilil have taken as long as two years.

The new males mean Lorena Plaza may permanently hold the title for perhaps the city's longest-
runnkng develppment. ACOF plans to start Laking applications from progpective tenants in the
spring.





