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Since its founding in 1887, Altadena
has assumed many identities: gateway
to Mt. Lowe and the San Gabriel
Mountains; white enclave that opened
up in the 1960s to become one of the
most ethnically diverse pockets of
Southern California; home base for
brilliant iconoclasts like physicist
Richard Feynman and artist Jirayr
Zorthian; emergent foodie colony; and
resolutely independent community that
fought off multiple annexation attempts
by its larger southern neighbor
Pasadena. One constant: In its 128 years,
Altadena has remained an
unincorporated community of
Los Angeles County.
The view up Lake Avenue to the San Gabriels.
Being unincorporated means we
In a recent interview, Nemer and Supervisor
have no elected city council or mayor of our
Antonovich’s chief deputy Kathryn Barger characterized
own. In Altadena, these functions are served by the
Altadena as the most diverse unincorporated area in all
L.A. County Board of Supervisors and, more
of L.A. County in terms of income, age, race, and
specifically, by Michael Antonovitch, the supervisor
political persuasion.
for District 5. Some of the many functions he oversees
“The diversity of the area is a strength and a
include street maintenance, trash pick-up, park services,
weakness in administering Altadena,” said Barger. “It’s a
senior services, fire suppression, and law enforcement.
strength in that the character of the community stands
With just under two million constituents, District 5
out: People take pride in the diversity.” But it also
is one of five L.A. County supervisorial districts.
presents challenges. “When dealing with issues [that
Initially elected to the Board in 1980, Supervisor
affect Altadena as a whole], you have to expand,
Antonovich will be termed out in December 2016.
network, and drill down to get consensus.”
A list of his accomplishments on behalf of Altadena
“Part of the ‘drill-down,’” Nemer explained, “is that
cited by his office includes spearheading
our office has to mediate, to get people to listen to each
construction of our Altadena Community Center
other and be respectful to each other.”
(which serves as town hall and provides office space
The Altadena Town Council (ATC) is the interface
for Altadena Heritage and other local community civic
with the supervisor, office and an instrument through
groups), as well as the Loma Alta Park gym and
which consensus is measured.
Equestrian Center; providing decisive logistical and
“The town council is unique,” Nemer said, “Because
financial support for the preservation of Christmas Tree
its members are elected, it’s an independent body that is
Lane; negotiating an advantageous trash collection
unbiased. They’re there to serve [the community] and
deal; and ensuring the expeditious reconstruction of
don’t have any allegiance to the county.” She described
the Eaton Canyon Nature Center after it burned down
the current ATC as consisting of a lot of new members
in 1993.
who are becoming familiar with their role. “They’re an
Altadena’s Field Representative
enthusiastic group and want to be there for the right
Sussy Nemer has served as Fifth District field
reasons — to serve fellow community members.” She
deputy for Altadena since 1998, overseeing nine cities
added that in her opinion, the ATC is improving its
and four unincorporated areas with a combined
communication with the community via website updates
population of 850,000. Her office is in Pasadena, and
and other outreach efforts.
Altadena Heritage has always found her responsive to
queries and requests.
continued on page 6

Letter from the Chair
Dear Members,
Happy Spring! Even as we fret about the consequences of
ongoing drought, it is impossible not to revel in the fine weather
and feel the joy of “the green fuse that drives the flower.” It is
heartening to see how many in Altadena are rethinking gardens and
finding ways to cultivate beauty that is less thirsty. We will celebrate
this at our annual Golden Poppy Awards and Garden Celebration
on May 31.
This issue of our newsletter contains several articles that peel
back some layers to help people understand how Altadena actually
functions. Because we are an unincorporated community,
our civic structure is a little strange. We don’t have a city
council with budgetary or legislative powers or other tools
commonly used in civic shaping. This has benefits and
drawbacks, but instead of discussing these (as we did in a
newsletter several years ago), our aim here is realpolitiks
— articles on the government and community institutions
we have, along with insights on how to interact with these
to influence our community’s future, or just to get that
pothole filled.
Altadena Heritage’s Board got off to a fast start this year.
After much discussion, we voted in January to support Arroyo
Seco Foundation efforts to persuade the county to mitigate the
sediment-removal plan for the Hahamongna basin behind Devil’s
Gate Dam. We support and understand the county’s need to remove
sediment for public safety, but as informed believers in
integrated watershed management (our board is design- and
engineering-heavy), we think a better plan is possible.
A long-term, sustainable approach that balances flood
protection with water quality, storm-water capture, habitat and
wildlife restoration, conservation, and recreation would better serve
everyone. It is hard for people to envision the impact of 425 dirty,
dusty trucks a day (one per minute in operating hours) for five years
on public health, the environment, and traffic around the Arroyo
Seco and Altadena’s West Side. We sincerely hope County leaders
will consider the conclusions of several independent hydrologists
and watershed management experts, including those serving on
Pasadena’s committee tasked with studying this issue.
In February, a number of board members were happy to attend
the Chamber of Commerce’s annual installation banquet celebrating
Altadena’s Citizen of the Year Monica Hubbard and Business of
the Year El Patron for all the good they have done in our town –
particularly because our board is proud to have nominated Monica
for this honor! Monica is a great example of an Altadenan who
cross-pollinates, reminding us to mix it up and not overconfine
ourselves to habitual social, work, and/or advocacy silos.
The first of 2015’s Sustainability Series was in keeping with our
activism in water and environmental issues. We hosted “From the
San Gabriels to the Sea: How Hahamongna Fits In” to put this local
issue within a broader perspective. More than 100 people turned out
to learn about the big picture from a geologist, a manager/scientist
with the Army Corps of Engineers tasked with restoring the Arroyo
Seco, and the director of the Arroyo Seco Foundation.
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A county representative from the Watershed Division
also joined the discussion. Missed this program? Visit
altadenaheritage.org to watch an edited video version and to read
the Star News article about it. Our goal was to get as many informed
people in the room as possible, to listen to and learn from each
other, and to responsibly demonstrate our community’s concerns
to county government.
Altadena’s Urban Forest was the subject of our April
Sustainability program, which presented experts on stewardship
of our invaluable green and cooling canopy. Southern
California Edison’s representative Francisco Ramirez was
also there with a free tree offer for members! Thanks to our
very active Sustainability Committee, led by new board
member Michiko Lynch, for a fabulous evening, which also
kicked off a new contest to identify Altadena’s big trees.
Our “Big Tree” contest winners will be a new feature at this
year’s Golden Poppy Awards and Garden Celebration. Mark
Sunday, May 31, on your calendars, look for an invitation in
the mail, and prepare for a great event. We will meet on the
historic grounds of Ed Ellis’s 1905 home, Casa Roca, former
domicile of Horace Dobbins. Dobbins’ vision to build an elevated
bicycle-way from Pasadena to Los Angeles was thwarted by none
other than Henry Huntington, who, smelling competition, got a
court injunction to halt construction that he claimed violated his
trolley line’s right of way. Casa Roca was as architecturally advanced
and visionary as its owner, featuring steel-reinforced concrete, a
dome for water capture and storage, and solar water heating.
We hope to see you there!
We need volunteers to help with all these activities!
Please consider getting involved, whether you’d like to dig in at
Old Marengo Park, work on our architectural database, or pitch in
at events. Founding board member Camille Dudley has returned to
serve as our volunteer coordinator, and she would love to hear from
you. Write to her at altadenaheritage@earthlink.net to let us know
how you’d like to participate.
Michele Zack, Chair
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AH or AHS?
People often tell us they are members of Altadena Heritage,
when in fact they are not. “Perhaps you joined Altadena Historical
Society?” we ask politely, to which the response is generally
something like, “Oh, maybe, I’m not sure. What’s the difference?”
So what is the difference, and why do the two nonprofit
organizations have names that are so easily confused?
Altadena Historical Society (originally Altadena Historical &
Beautification Society), founded in 1935, is the guardian of our past,
with a wonderful and always growing collection of artifacts, photos,
ephemera, maps, oral histories, books and periodicals, all relating to
Altadena. They put on four lectures a year, and publish a newsletter,
“The Echo,” twice a year showcasing their collection, events, special
properties and acquisitions. They are currently rearranging their
office to add more museum-like display space to showcase their
collection and put on themed shows, and they also curate displays,
two of which are now in the Community Center lobby and at
Webster’s Pharmacy. The Historical Society published Altadena, by
Sarah Nobel Ives, in 1938, and followed up with Altadena, between
Wilderness and City, by Michele Zack, in 2004. This year they will
introduce a searchable archive of Altadena Blog and Altadena Point,
which stopped operating in April 2015.
Altadena Heritage formed in the early 1980s as a committee
of the Town Council at a time when many beautiful old homes and
mansions, such as the Kellogg family’s Highlawn, were being
demolished and replaced with tract developments. Altadena’s
architectural heritage was in peril. Because Los Angeles County had
no historic preservation ordinance, Heritage decided that its first

time-critical task was to educate Altadenans about the beauty and
value of many older homes, and to start advocating for preservation.
A years-long campaign to gather data on homes built before 1940
was launched, and a database was created that is available for anyone
who wants to look up his or her house’s history. We incorporated as
a 501(c)(3) in 1987, and our stated mission is “to identify and seek
protection of Altadena’s significant architectural, historic, cultural,
and natural resources.”
Founded as an advocacy organization, Heritage has never
shied away from taking a stand on issues affecting our town and its
governance. We promote preservation (architecture and hillsides)
and sustainability, host a dynamic website (altadenaheritage.org),
and lobby for positive change. We also put out a biannual newsletter,
offer educational programs, host celebrations in some of the coolest
places in town, and advocate for Altadena with the county on issues
such as planting trees, promoting pocket parks and public
landscaping, and good watershed management.
So our community has two great organizations with names
that are frequently conflated because both start with “Altadena”
and have second words that start with H. Furthermore, both
organizations maintain offices in the Altadena Community Center.
But the Historical Society is more a museum and archive of the past,
and Heritage is more an advocate for preserving and sustaining a
unique environment for the future. Consider joining both! Our
unincorporated community doesn’t have many cultural institutions
specific to it, and both organizations need public support to
continue working on the community’s behalf. AH

Tree Night
On April 16, AH presented “Altadena’s Urban Forest: Past, Present
& Future,” the latest in our Heritage of Abundance series. Speakers
Frank McDonough, botanical information consultant for the L.A.
County Arboretum, and Donald R. Hodel, an environmental
horticulturist for the University of California Cooperative Extension,

spoke to a full house at the Community Center, stressing the value
of urban trees, and offering advice on how to care for, preserve, and
revitalize our precious arboreal heritage. A contest to identify
Altadena’s “Big Trees” was announced, and an opportunity –
coordinated by AH – was offered to members to receive free trees
from Southern California Edison. AH
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CSD Revisited
By Mark Goldschmidt
Two evenings every month over the past two years, I’ve met
with a committee appointed by the town council to recommend
changes to Altadena’s Community Standards District. If you are
not familiar with the term, a CSD is a supplement to the Los
Angeles County zoning code that allows communities in
unincorporated areas to accommodate their needs, desires, and
special circumstances. Within reason, communities may adopt a
CSD to loosen or tighten county zoning ordinances. Our
recommendations were recently approved by the town council and
forwarded to the county’s Department of Regional Planning for
review. In a few months, DRP will come back to the community for
further discussion and input.
It is impossible to go over all the committee’s discussion,
decisions, and recommendations in this newsletter. Our objectives
and the issues we addressed are listed in the sidebar; please visit our
website altadenaheritage.org for more details. My intention here is
to sketch the history of our CSD and the process of tailoring zoning
code to fit our special community.

A Vision for Lake Avenue

In 1990, a group of community-minded citizens started the
Lake Avenue Specific Area Standards Committee to explore ways
to bring back some liveliness, prosperity, and cohesiveness to an
increasingly moribund Lake Avenue. They did serious work.
Committee member Ken Marshall recalls spending many days
collecting information on every commercial property on Lake
between New York and Altadena Drive: square footage, use,
owners, etc.
On Lake, as on all our commercial streets, the critical issue is
parking. There is no way for street-oriented retail shops built in the
streetcar era to meet the onerous county requirements for on-site
parking, so shop fronts go vacant or are relegated to low-traffic uses
like check-cashing or party supply stores. The Lake Avenue
committee devised a formula to calculate the number of on-street
parking spaces that could reasonably be credited to each property.
There weren’t enough spaces to solve the problem, so the county
offered to put in additional parking — Marcheta Street just below
Mariposa was suggested — but parking meters would be required.
That wasn’t going to fly in Altadena.
Beyond parking, the committee had a romantic vision for
future of Lake Avenue, perhaps inspired by Santa Barbara’s State
Street. In Altadena, what little new retail had been built — mostly
mini-malls to replace former filling stations — was outstandingly
tacky. To counteract this trend, Altadena architect Adolfo Mirales
conjured Mediterranean-style buildings painted in soft earth tones,
tasteful signage, with parking tucked behind. To ensure that new
construction would follow this ideal without need for the oversight
of a design review board, builders were to choose from a menu of
architectural features, no fewer than five of which would have to be
used on any new building: “arcading, arches, awnings, balconies,
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bay windows, colonnades, courtyards, decorative exterior stairs,
decorative iron fences, decorative iron grilles, outdoor dining,
plazas, recessed upper floor loggias or pergolas, tile or masonry
fountains.”

The Fear of Mansionization

While the Lake Avenue committee was wrapping up its study
with carefully drawn maps and binders full of data, Altadenans were
worried that what was happening in neighboring cities like Arcadia,
where modest bungalows were being demolished and replaced with
stucco monsters filling their lots, would soon happen here. When
two or three over-sized houses went up in Altadena, looming over
neighbor’s homes, Altadena Heritage formed a “Mansionization
Committee.” Its goals were to ensure that all homes would retain
light, air, and privacy as well as the neighborhood character. The
committee suggested increasing side and rear setbacks proportional
to lot size (large lots would have greater setbacks), along with several
other restrictive clauses, and mandated Conditional Use Permits
(CUPs) for more uses than commonly required by L.A. County.

CSD Adopted

The committee’s suggestions were adopted after county review
and then incorporated into the new CSD. The Lake Avenue committee’s plan was rolled in as a special Lake Avenue District Plan, to
which Altadena Heritage was able to add a protectionist clause that
it would have to approve any exterior alterations to specified historic
buildings on Lake, including Eliot School, St. Elizabeth’s, the Mount
Lowe traction station and the old library building.
A few years later, specific area standards for the
redevelopment area on Lincoln north of Woodbury, including a
requirement that parking be tucked behind buildings, were
incorporated into the CSD, and in 2004 Altadena Heritage started
the ball rolling on a special hillside ordinance to make sure our
mountain view would never look like Glendale’s. This was also
adopted as part of the CSD.

What Now?

In January 2013, along with a few others who were willing
to commit, I was appointed by the town council chair to a
subcommittee to update the CSD. It took us a while to understand
that simply tweaking the existing CSD was not enough; we needed
to read the underlying county code as well. We also had to respect
– and try to get into the minds of – the people who came before us,
who also struggled to write sensible rules. What was the intent of
those committees? What was the result? What happens if we change
this or that? Does someone gain and someone lose? Grappling with
a tangle of laws and conflicting community desires is not easy.
Years on the Land Use Committee and experience on many
Altadena building projects have led me to believe that both the CSD
and county zoning code are often overly restrictive. Still, there were
reasons behind every choice that was made (though I believe there
were also mistakes and oversights). The committee agreed that
permitting should be less onerous for home and business owners.
This required us to formulate specific criteria, clear and
unambiguous enough to allow zoning officials to make firm
decisions based on them.

Residential Issues

There have been fences and hedges in front yards in
Altadena since the town was a rural backwater, but in recent years
their existence became such an ugly, contentious issue that in 2000,
the Supervisor declared a 10-year moratorium on enforcement of
rules prohibiting front-yard fences, hedges, and walls. The town
council was asked to resolve the conflict, but nothing was ever done,
so finding an agreeable resolution became a priority.
Personally, I gravitate to neighborhoods of a certain variety
and raggedness, a place of unequal setbacks and shrubbery, like my
neighborhood in central Altadena. Yet I understand that open lawns
rolling to the street with homes evenly set back describe a beloved
American landscape and that people who embrace it might feel
that anyone who plants bushes in their front yard wrecks the serene
unity of the block.
In truth, there are many Altadenas. On some streets, houses
are buried behind shrubbery, and then there are blocks of perfect
suburban order, while others fall somewhere in between. Prior to
the CSD, you could build a fence in a front setback with a “Yard
Modification.” After adoption, you had to acquire a hugely expensive
and time-consuming CUP. Our committee struggled for months
trying to satisfy everyone on this polarizing issue, but I doubt many
will be completely happy. We did loosen up the rules somewhat,
inserting language recognizing that Altadena contains a variety of
neighborhoods with differing looks and needs.
We meddled very little with existing “anti-mansionization”
setbacks — the “light, air, and privacy” provision — even though
many residents feel they are too restrictive. We made a few
adjustments; for example, recognizing the difficulties and awkward
remodeling problems faced by those with flag lots or posed by
side-yard setback rules. We asked that additions be allowed to
follow the existing line of the side of a house, so long as a five-foot
minimum setback remains.

Commercial Issues

We chose to eliminate Lake and Lincoln as special districts,
proposing uniform regulations for all commercial districts.
Regarding parking, we recommended that all commercial buildings
under 5,000 square feet, restaurants with fewer than 40 seats, and
existing buildings be exempt from on-site parking requirements.
If businesses prosper and neighbors begin to complain of parking
on residential streets, there will be pressure for change – and that
will be a good thing. There are plenty of options to provide more
parking, but they involve costs and nothing will happen until there
is a need. The Mediterranean village vision for Lake has to go,
though we suggested retaining the requirement for a smaller
number of architectural features. In the past 20 years, very little has
been built; the former Blockbuster building on Lake is an example
of a building in compliance that displays unfortunate results.
To realize the dream of the harmonious shopping district envisioned
in the original CSD would require oversight and massive subsidies.
That will not happen, but CSD recommendations are intended to
retain the historic pedestrian-oriented retail configuration and the
diversity of architectural styles already present.
I have great respect for fellow committee members who
showed up month after month to grapple with so many thorny
issues, and respect, too, for those who served on earlier committees.

This is an ongoing process, progress is glacial, nothing is perfect, the
times change and so do people’s needs. I also appreciate the many
hours that county planners spent with us. DRP personnel attended
almost every meeting; planners must have an extremely high
threshold for boredom.
Nothing is fixed or decided. There will be opportunities and
plenty of time for input from all Altadenans. The recommendations
that we made to the county DRP are only that, recommendations,
and it’s important to note that I’ve touched on only a few here; there
are lots more. I urge those who care about the direction of future
development to go to our website at altadenaheritage.org to read
more about suggested changes presented to the Town Council and
passed on to county planners. AH

CSD Update Objectives and Issues
Objectives for Commercial Areas
• Make commercial districts more active and vibrant to create 			
more options for residents to work, shop and dine in Altadena.
• Encourage the return to Altadena’s traditional pedestrian-oriented 		
retail environment.
• Streamline approval process for appropriate uses in commercial 			
retail zones (C1, C2, C3); discourage inappropriate industrial 			
uses in retail districts.
• Streamline approval process for industrial uses we want to
encourage in the commercial manufacturing zones (CM).
• Create a uniform standard across all commercial districts in Altadena.
Key Issues to address in Commercial Areas
• Encourage diversity of architecture.
• Encourage pedestrian-oriented retail.
• Encourage mixed use.
• Increase visibility of Altadena businesses through better signage standards.
• Encourage restaurants and outdoor dining.
• Establish maintenance requirements for vacant commercial
property.
• Create appropriate buffers between commercial and R1 residential 		
properties.
• Simplify and standardize commercial standards to promote business 		
equally in all commercial areas of Altadena.
Objectives for Residential Areas
• Maintain intent of original CSD for light, air and privacy – such as 		
setbacks and no “mansionization.”
• Recognize and preserve the “diverse, eclectic, & unique character” of 		
varied neighborhoods.
• Make permitting process less expensive and less cumbersome for 			
property owners (where possible).
• Foster traffic and pedestrian safety.
• Allow some small-scale economic activity by allowing low-impact 		
home businesses in neighborhoods.
• Rectify mistakes in current CSD.
Key Issues to address in Residential Areas
• Filming in residential areas
• Bed & Breakfast residences
• Second units in R1 zone
• Home-based businesses
• Urban agriculture
• Fences and hedges
• Setbacks (side yard, flag lots, hillside, R3)
• Leaf blowers
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A Town in District 5 continued from cover

The CSD

An interesting development currently under way in Altadena is
the Community Standards District (CSD) update. (See related story
on pages 4-5.)
The CSD is a mechanism for allowing an unincorporated
community to tailor county zoning code so that places like Altadena
can develop in ways the residents wish. “The tailoring is important,”
Barger explained, “because the way Altadena grows and develops is
not going to mirror the way the Antelope Valley grows and develops,
and vice versa.”
The CSD update committee gathered preliminary community
input through three public meetings, followed by detailed analysis
and recommendations from a working group of Altadena residents.
As a result Barger asserted, “The CSD language comes from the
residents of Altadena.”
The committee drafted proposed revisions to the CSD and
presented them to the town council, which has since advanced them
to the L.A. County Department of Regional Planning. Once they’ve
been reviewed and assessed for feasibility, the proposed revisions
will be returned to Altadena for further community review and
input. Nemer urged Altadenans to attend these hearings in person,
or to mail or email their responses and suggestions to Antonovich’s
office. “This way, it is not the county imposing rules and regulations
on the community.”
Both Nemer and Barger agreed that the current CSD process has
engaged more new residents in governance issues. “A bigger cross
section of the community has become more involved,” Barger stated.
Newer residents were well represented in the visioning meetings
and, as a result, learned about the roles of the ATC and other local
organizations like Altadena Heritage and Altadena Coalition of
Neighborhood Associations.

To Incorporate or Not

There have been attempts to incorporate as a city since the
beginning of the 20th century. An Altadena city government
would theoretically be more responsive to citizen concerns than
the geographically remote Board of Supervisors. As it now stands,
Altadena has little control over planning. Some residents would
like to secede from the Pasadena Unified School District, and some
pro-incorporation Altadenans have suggested that the county has
impeded incorporation because it would lose our tax revenue base.
However, because Altadena is largely made up of single-family
dwellings (which has implications for how property and sales tax
revenues are calculated), Nemer said that “Altadena’s tax revenue
base is actually rather small and is not a revenue driver for the
county.”
She added that California’s Local Agency Formation
Commission (LAFCO) for Los Angeles oversees and has the final
say on the incorporation process. That process involves gathering
petitions, completing a comprehensive fiscal analysis, defining legal
boundaries, and ensuring that tax revenue will cover expenditures.
Any incorporation proposal is vetted and presented to Board of
Supervisors for an up or down vote. Nemer stated that LAFCO’s
process is rigorous, based on the economic viability of an area’s
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proposed incorporation, and not inherently biased for or against
incorporation.
Historically, Altadena residents defeated attempts to form a
city in 1895, 1904, 1914, and at least nine subsequent elections in
the 20th century to either incorporate or annex Altadena to
Pasadena. Through 1956, Pasadena annexed various small Altadena
neighborhoods but an Altadena community vote that year put
a stop to the annexations that holds through the present day.
It is generally acknowledged that Altadenans like to be left
alone and there is not a great history of cooperation among its
diverse and independent-minded residents. For example, Nemer
said that in her 17 years as field deputy, not one Altadena
neighborhood has succeeded in establishing a lighting district.
There is an established process for bringing street lights to an area,
but it requires buy-in from a majority of neighbors, and every
neighborhood attempt has been defeated. Nemer attributes this in
part to a widespread desire among Altadenans to minimize
interference with nighttime sky viewing but also to residents
opposing the additional tax assessment needed to fund enhanced
lighting. Sidewalk construction faces similar obstacles.
According to several articles in the recently discontinued
Altadena Point blog, some residents have complained that the
county deliberately “code bombs” businesses and homeowners, but
Nemer denied this, asserting that code enforcement usually
originates in neighbor-to-neighbor disputes. “It’s not the county
seeking out violations,” she said. “It’s other residents who call the
county to complain about things like inoperable cars parked on
driveways. The county can’t be selective about what code complaints
it responds to. Every code complaint has to be followed up on.”
Nemer stated that one potential feature of the new CSD will be
a relaxation of current code, especially with respect to parking
restrictions on North Lake that inhibit businesses like small
restaurants.
When asked about the “Altadena Crater” on North Lake at the
corner of Calaveras, Nemer responded, “The property owner is very
close to announcing the new retail tenant that will be leasing space,”
she said. “It won’t be a Trader Joe’s or a WalMart.” AH

It’s your town, so

VOTE!

Altadena Town Council Elections
Saturday, June 6
Polling locations to be announced
Early voting June 2 at the
Altadena Community Center
Candidate Forum at the library
Thursday, May 28 at 7:00 p.m.

A Long View
of West Altadena Redevelopment
By Alyssa Ribeiro
In the mid-1980s, Los
Angeles County designated the
blighted Lincoln corridor north
of Woodbury Road as a
redevelopment area. Given
the declining nature of existing
properties and the popular desire
for a local supermarket,
policymakers and residents alike
hoped that government-assisted
redevelopment would improve
local economic conditions,
increase retail convenience, and
mitigate crime. Most residents
in the predominantly black and
Latino area of West Altadena
welcomed the attention to their
community.
Presentation drawing of Lincoln Crossing. Original plan called for diagonal parking in front of shops on Lincoln,
But, as in many other places, residential space, and a supermarket entrance facing Lincoln.
redevelopment efforts fell short of
projected that work would be completed by 1990. The 1992
expectations. Lengthy delays, alleged betrayals, financial issues,
designation of the area as a state enterprise zone, making businesses
and conflicting goals led to the present situation of unfinished
eligible for tax breaks, seemed to bode well for progress.
development and long-vacant lots.
However, construction did not start until the late 1990s, and then
proceeded incrementally.
A Bit of Historical Context
The redevelopment project initially garnered interest from
Local governments have been remaking urban spaces with
national chains such as Home Depot, Costco, and Lowes, but
federal funds for more than half a century. In the 1950s and 1960s,
residents were wary of increased traffic and preferred to focus on
urban renewal projects were primarily used to revitalize inner-city
acquiring a supermarket — only about a third of Altadena residents
areas. Low-income neighborhoods were often razed to construct
surveyed in 1985 did their grocery shopping in the neighborhood.
freeways, sports arenas, and other amenities that might attract the
Difficulty securing a supermarket’s commitment to locate
middle class back from the suburbs.
in the area plagued the project throughout the 1980s and 1990s.
From the 1970s into the 1980s, redevelopment projects relied
Original developer Topa had its agreement with Los Angeles County
more heavily on private capital and nonprofit organizations, as
extended several times as it searched for an anchor tenant,
federal support for urban areas declined. Just over 40 years ago, the
apparently without success. When Cantwell-Anderson (which was
Community Block Development Grant Program merged what had
also building the nearby La Viña housing development) stepped
previously been separate funding streams into larger, flexible grants
in, its principal declared that a supermarket was not “economically
to local governments. Meanwhile, Republican presidential
feasible” and that the firm preferred to build office space.
administrations sought to shrink the federal government and allow
Construction of the nearby Business Technology Center (BTC)
states and cities more control over neighborhood projects. Those
wrapped in 1998. The BTC served as a small business incubator,
shifts in funding and political control spread redevelopment efforts
providing space for 39 technology-oriented firms working on
to smaller cities and unincorporated areas.
applications such as fuel cells and biometric software. Developers
hoped to follow on the BTC’s success and provide space for
The Plan: 1986 – 2000s
contractors working with the Jet Propulsion Lab.
The original plan for West Altadena redevelopment was deResidents, however, remained adamant about the need for a
signed in parallel with the Altadena Community Plan in 1986 and
supermarket. A community visioning process in the early 2000s
focused on revitalizing the commercial and light-industry corridors
drew over 600 residents. Resulting design guidelines called for
on Lincoln Avenue and Woodbury Road. Planners optimistically
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pedestrian-oriented retail along Lincoln, with parking situated
behind buildings — a deal-breaker for some prospective retailers.
Local grocery chain Farm Fresh finally committed to the site in 2004,
but had to win over residents who were unimpressed by its
Pasadena store. Magic Johnson appeared to sign autographs to open
his signature 24-Hour Fitness in 2006, and Lincoln Crossing
shopping center finally opened in 2007.
When Super King replaced Farm Fresh in 2008, it found ready
consumer demand, drawing customers from both Altadena and
further afield.

A Slow Process

Redevelopment delays were not merely an annoyance for
residents. As the years passed, land acquisition, material, and labor
costs increased substantially, while redevelopment funds did not.
As the effort dragged on, uncertainty hung in the air. Property
owners faced tough decisions about selling their parcels, and local
businesses lived with the prospect of relocation hanging over their
heads. In fact, frustration with recurring extensions of development
agreements had already led some Altadenans to sue the County in
1998. Lastly, the Redevelopment Commission ultimately attained
and cleared a number of parcels that still stand vacant. The
Commission was still acquiring property along Lincoln Avenue
as recently as 2011, but chain-link fences are the only development
on those sites.
At Windsor and Woodbury, redevelopment still awaits. In the
1970s, residents repeatedly opposed apartment construction along
Woodbury, hoping to bulk up light industry there along with local
employment. The ailing Rose Bowl Motel was razed in 2003, but
proposals for its site — including an office/retail complex and an
Arco gas station — never took shape.

Development Doubts and Departures

Aside from delays, a climate of mistrust infected much of the
redevelopment process. When Glendale-based Dorn Platz took
over the Lincoln Crossing project in the early 2000s, concerns
about the developer’s conduct surfaced almost immediately.
An impressive Eric Lloyd Wright design had been chosen for the
shopping center, but much of the design was ultimately altered to
cut costs. Dorn Platz was accused of failing to secure proper permits,
cutting corners, and stiffing a concrete contractor, who placed a lien
on the project. Even after Lincoln Crossing retailers opened in 2007,
sewage odors and poor signage threatened their viability.
Redevelopment signaled the end for some long-standing local
businesses, like Jerry’s Farm, that could not afford to relocate.
Original Lincoln Crossing tenants Bessie’s Soulful Tacos and BJR
Office Solutions ultimately could not afford rising rents without
county assistance, and both businesses closed. Unsatisfactory
parking arrangements threatened the Subway franchise and
ultimately shuttered the Bank of America branch. By the late 2000s,
many viewed the development as “troubled,” while acknowledging
that the newer buildings and variety of retail establishments were a
major improvement over the liquor store and dive bar that
previously stood at the site.
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Map from 2005 property disposition agreement showing five projected
phases of the Lincoln Avenue redevelopment. To date, only the Business
Technology Center (BTC) and Phase One have been built.

Paying for It

Lack of financing for redevelopment affected results as well.
Initially, funds were to come from a combination of Community
Block Development Grants and local property-tax increments,
but local governments sometimes took advantage of flexible block
grants to fill shortfalls in tough economic times. Meanwhile,
California began requiring local governments to forward more
funds to the state for education. The recession of the late 2000s only
further slashed redevelopment funds that were already uncertain.

Competing Interests

Conflicting goals also plagued the redevelopment effort.
As far as retail tenants went, residents’ and policymakers’ desires to
support local businesses foundered against the developer’s efforts
to recoup investment costs and the county’s limited timescale for
subsidies. The chain stores that survived benefited from deeper
pockets and greater name recognition. The persistence of Mat’s
Pharmacy and newer arrival El Patron Express are notable
exceptions to the difficult climate for local businesses.
The competing interests of motorists and pedestrians
presented another challenge. Though earlier plans envisioned a
walkable neighborhood retail area, most buildings were designed

to make shopping convenient for motorists. Lincoln Avenue was
widened 12 feet in 2004, as a required condition for allowing
construction of La Viña, and primary entrances for some stores
were oriented toward parking lots rather than the street. Retail
tenants and customers still complain of insufficient parking, which
was never augmented by Dorn Platz as promised.

The View Ahead

In early 2012, California redevelopment agencies were
shuttered, and the county’s Community Development Commission
gained oversight of any further West Altadena redevelopment.
According to the most recently posted property management plan,
the County plans to retain several parcels of land along the west
side of Lincoln Avenue, across from Lincoln Crossing, in order to
pursue a new phase of the project. Two parcels near Woodbury and

Windsor are still slated for a business park. Façade improvements
for Lincoln Avenue businesses, approved in 2013, were recently
completed.
The redevelopment completed so far is a qualified success.
The current mix of retail chains like Super King, Panda Express,
Subway, 4G Wireless, and 24-Hour Fitness combined with local
businesses like Mat’s Pharmacy and newcomer El Patron Express
has brought West Altadena a variety of shopping options in a now
relatively stable complex. The BTC continues to incubate small firms
and Walmart Neighborhood Market, though controversial, has
added another local grocery-shopping option, where 10 years ago
there was none. Despite delays and constraints, then, the retail
climate of West Altadena has improved enormously over the past
few decades, and there are reasons to be cautiously optimistic
about the future. AH

Open House and Studios Weekend, June 5–7

Open House Shop Hop and Art Show
Friday night, June 5th
from 5 pm to 9 pm

Alta/Pasa/Dena Studio Tour
Saturday and Sunday, June 6th and 7th
from 11 am to 5 pm

Come and get to know our local merchants at Lake Avenue
and Mariposa Street. There will be an art show in the alley behind
Mariposa, El Patron will be cooking up their famous street tacos and
other delights, and over 20 shops will be open late, many offering
refreshments, treats, and surprises. Most of our town’s civic
organizations will be on hand, including Altadena Heritage.
Come out and discover our town.

Grab this chance to tour the private studios of Altadena and
Pasadena artists and check in on our vibrant local art scene.
Tour maps will be available at numerous locations, including
McGinty’s Gallery, 869 E. Mariposa Street and Hoopla Emporium
at 2591 Fair Oaks Avenue. This is an opportunity to visit some
wonderful creative spaces, including world-famous Zorthian Ranch.
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Altadena’s Landlord:
The Department of Public Works
By Linda World
The Los Angeles County Department of Public Works is a huge
organization — more than 3,600 employees in a complex jungle of
departments and field offices. It invests several billion dollars each
year providing infrastructure and municipal services to more than
10 million people over 4,000 square miles in Los Angeles County.
What does that mean to the 42,000 people living in Altadena’s
8.7 square miles?
John Zoraster, a consulting engineer and Altadena Heritage
(AH) board member, suggests one way of understanding it is to
view Public Works as our largest landlord. It controls our streets
and stormwater management facilities, which Zoraster estimates at
possibly 10 percent of our total area when you count 121 miles of
roads plus the Fair Oaks, Rubio Wash
and Las Flores Canyon debris basins,
along with flood-control channels and
adjacent land used for recreation. Public
Works maintains and improves these
lands, primarily through two of its six
core directorates:

wrd/Projects/index.cfm. The projects include the controversial Devil’s
Gate Reservoir Sediment Removal and Management Project as well
as the Devil’s Gate Dam and Reservoir Water Conservation Project
currently in the conceptual phase.

Talking to Your Landlord

Any individual citizen or group can request routine services or
special projects from Public Works.
For routine services, it’s probably easiest to access the website at
dpw.lacounty.gov/contact/. The website includes simple links for
reporting problems such as graffiti, potholes, and street drainage.
There is also a mobile app for reporting such problems at
dpw.lacounty.gov/theworks
and a 24/7 phone line for
urgent requests
(800-675-HELP).
One way to initiate a
Public Works project is to
go directly to the county’s
top leadership for our
district, Supervisor
Transportation
Michael Antonovich.
		 Transportation’s Road
His field deputy for our
Maintenance department handles
area, Sussy Nemer,
day-to-day street maintenance, such
maintains an office in
as pothole patching, street sweeping,
Pasadena, and AH
and tree trimming; Altadena is served
experience confirms her
by Road Maintenance District 1,
well-deserved reputation
headquartered in Baldwin Park.
DPW stormwater infiltration system along East 200 Palm Street.
for responsiveness.
The Program Development department
We’ve
also
found
written
letters
to
be
effective. Whether you
in Alhambra manages road rehabilitation
write directly to Antonovich’s office or to a responsible Public
projects; which are listed on an interactive map of rehab projects
Works office with a copy to the supervisor’s office, you can count on a
that may be found athttp://dpw.lacounty.gov/pdd/roadrehab.
written or telephone response.
Projects range from a simple slurry seal to a complete rebuild, such
You can also approach Public Works directly through the
as the one completed for Woodbury a few years ago. These street
divisions responsible for planning projects and administering the
improvements may include measures to enhance groundwater
day-to-day work on them. However, this means managing your way
recharge and water quality, such as the elegant stormwater
through a huge bureaucracy. Moreover, it means tracking long
infiltration structure illustrated above.
project-planning cycles — at least three years in the case of street
improvements. Nevertheless, AH has successfully lobbied Public
Water Resources
Works on issues we care about, such as landscaping along
The Water Resources directorate, also headquartered in
Woodbury.
Alhambra, is responsible for most flood-control facilities south of
The Altadena Town Council (ATC) is chartered to act as an
the National Forest. It has extensive watershed management
ombudsman for conveying resident needs and wishes to government
responsibilities, including aquifer groundwater recharge, water
bodies. The ATC consists of two elected representatives from each of
quality and habitat. “The happenstances of history, geology and
Altadena’s eight census tracts, who volunteer for two-year terms.
geography make sorting through these responsibilities challenging,”
However, 500 voters is considered a high turnout for these elections,
Zoraster says. However, the directorate maintains a list of its
and the ATC ultimately has no more power with Public Works than
projects with supporting documentation at http://dpw.lacounty gov/
Page 10
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Altadena’s Landlord: The Department of Public Works continued from page 10

an individual citizen or a civic group. Nevertheless, Supervisor
Antonovich has instructed Public Works and other county
departments like Regional Planning to work through the town
councils in District 5. “There’s no law that says they have to come to
the town council,” says ATC chair Diane Marcussen, “but my
experience is that they do.” As a result, ATC representatives can
help both individuals and groups navigate county bureaucracies and
planning cycles. The ATC meets on the third Tuesday of each
month at 7 pm in the Altadena Community Center.
For Public Works projects already under way, you have the
option of voicing your concerns at public hearings. The hearings
also offer a venue for forming coalitions with other like-minded
citizens. For large projects, you can participate in the development
and review of an environmental impact report (EIR) through the
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). But Zoraster
cautions, “Be forewarned: The standard amateur’s Guide to CEQA is
1,164 pages, and the environmental documentation that CEQA calls
for is enormously complex and absurdly expensive — more con-

cerned with legal procedure than with clarity and good planning.” If
you wish to get involved, he suggests either attending a project’s initial scoping conference or reading the minutes and, at a minimum,
reading both the project description and the mitigation measures of
draft EIRs.
At the other extreme, we know of one instance where talking
to a construction crew affected a project implementation. An
Altadena hiker talked a crew into making minor modifications in
the arrangement of boulders to protect a trail. Obviously, there are
limits to this approach, but if you have a good, simple idea, we know
it worked at least once!
We will continue pursuing ways to preserve Altadena’s unique
beauty and diverse, small-town character by working with our
Public Works landlord. We also encourage members to let us know
what’s worked well for them. AH

A Library for the 21st Century
By Linda World
In October 2014, the Altadena Heritage board voted to donate
$1,000 to the campaign for Measure A, the Altadena Library District
Special Parcel Tax, and in the November general election, more than
85 percent of Altadena voters approved it.
This overwhelming support will help our new library director,
Mindy Kittay, advance the library’s educational and civic role in the
digital era. “Libraries are about lifelong learning — quality education
for all, regardless of age or background,” Kittay says. The on-going
revolution in information production and distribution requires
libraries to evolve from their historical “warehouse of books” model
without losing the traditions that make citizens eager to vote for the
taxes to keep the libraries open.
Kittay was hired November 1, 2014. Her first big project is
to help move plans forward to update the Main Library building
on Mariposa and Santa Rosa, the striking Mid-Century Modern
building set in park-like landscaping designed by noted Altadena
architect Boyd Georgi. It opened in 1967, well before the Americans
with Disabilities Act of 1990 and the subsequent Internet revolution
that reshaped the form and function of libraries.
In 2008, the library’s Board of Trustees, led by former
director Barbara Pearson, conducted a thorough assessment of
upgrade needs as part of a strategic planning process. The original
plan’s estimated costs ran as high as $20 million; Kittay intends to
scale expenses down to a more realistic $6 million. A small addition
is required to resolve the awkward parking lot entry and provide
space for an elevator and new restrooms. Otherwise, the new plan
retains the current building footprint and setting while liberating
about 10,000 square feet of office and storage floor space to support

more in-library
activities. New
self-checkout
machines will let
librarians come
out from behind
walls and desks
to interact more
with patrons,
Proposed remodel of the south-side entrance.
and a new
computer lab will support technology literacy training.
The plan is in the preliminary stages. “It’s still a sketch that
needs to be fleshed out and presented to the community,” Kittay
says. “The Board and the Altadena Library Foundation are working
on a fund-raising plan.”
Meanwhile, Kittay has already started programs to engage the
community more. She’s instituted “inspiration stations” as a first step
toward a larger idea of libraries as creative centers. One example is
a station with elaborate-design coloring books, pens and pencils.
She’s also exploring ways to support Altadenans in recording their
personal histories —using audio, visual, and written media —to
document our communal history and culture.
Starting May 9, the library will host a monthly evening event,
“Second Saturdays,” from 7 to 9 pm, reopening its doors in the
evening after its regular 9 am to 6 pm business hours. These events
will feature live music and food. That’s right — no need to keep
quiet on Second Saturdays! AH
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Altadena Heritage
730 E. Altadena Dr.
Altadena, CA 91001

ADVOCACY AND
PRESERVATION

Spring 2015

PDF version of this newsletter available on our website: altadenaheritage.org

Save the Date!
Sunday, May 31, 2015
3 - 6 pm
Spring Garden Celebration and
Golden Poppy Garden Awards

BECOME A MEMBER
Choose one:
q New member q Renewing member

ADVOCACY AND
PRESERVATION

Spring 2015

Type of membership:
q $25: Individual q $35: Household		 q $15: Full-time student
q $15: Senior individual (65 and over)		 q $100: Patron
Are you interested in volunteering?

q Yes! Contact me. q

Not at this time.

Name _____________________________________________
Address ___________________________________________
City, State, Zip _______________________________________

Casa Roca
3535 Canyon Ridge Drive (off Canyon Crest)
$10 members
$20 non-members

Telephone __________________________________________

Please RSVP by email or phone
altadenaheritage@earthlink.net
(626) 296-6983

Altadena Heritage
730 E. Altadena Dr.
Altadena, CA 91001

Email ____________________________________________
Make check payable to Altadena Heritage and mail to:

