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Planning and Land Use Management Committee
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200 North Spring Street, Room 395
Los Angeles, CA 90012

REPORT FROM CITY PLANNING ON PEDESTRIAN AND GREEN ALLEYS AS PART OF DTLA FORWARD
Council File 15-0547-S2

DTLA FORWARD/COUNCIL MOTION

On May 1, 2015 City Council adopted a series of Motions introduced by Council District 14 as part of the DTLA 
Forward initiative. The emphasis of DTLA Forward is related to five areas of improvement:

Access and linkages that improve Downtown Streets 
Access and linkages that improve the pedestrian experience 
Uses and activities that enliven public space 
Alignment of Downtown’s image and brand 
Activation of commerce that promotes sustainability

The Motion filed under Council File No. 15-0547-S2 directs various City Departments to use the design elements 
of the Harlem Place alley project to model a more comprehensive City policy to allow for expanded design 
treatments in alleys within public ownership and to further identify other appropriate spaces and opportunities for 
pedestrian and green alleys in Downtown.

SUMMARY

Across Los Angeles, communities are identifying alleys as important public spaces and opportunities for improving 
pedestrian access, providing open space in park poor areas, and implementing sustainability strategies. These 
expanded uses of alleys would require different types of improvements that include pedestrian amenities, 
stormwater management facilities, and decorative placemaking elements. Current City standards and regulations 
that govern alleys do not account for nor permit this wider range of alley improvements. In response to communities’ 
desire to transform and expand the role of alleys, the City may want to consider a variety of strategies for integrating 
pedestrian, open space, and stormwater improvements along with their traditional functions. Alley improvements 
beyond the City’s standards require a number of important considerations that should be addressed as the issue is
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studied, including developing additional standard plans for pedestrian, green, and shared alleys; streamlining of the 
permitting process; and arrangements for the long-term maintenance of these currently nonstandard improvements.

ROLE OF THE DEPARTMENTS

Various City Departments play a role in standard and pedestrian or green alleys. Future opportunities for these 
alleys can be identified as part of the Department of City Planning’s Community Plan program, while implementation 
would involve various other City departments. Permitting of the various alley types (pedestrian, green, shared, etc.) 
varies based on the specific design elements and can be achieved in a number of ways. What follows is the general 
roles that the various departments play in regards to identifying new appropriate spaces and opportunities:

Public Works
o Bureau of Engineering

■ Issues permits for any public or private project in the public right-of-way 
o Bureau of Street Services

■ Reviews work proposals and approves materials and landscape components
■ Maintain streets and standard improvements 

o Bureau of Sanitation (Watershed Protection Division)
■ Provides sanitation services in alleys including trash collection and stormwater 

management
■ In the process of developing the Stormwater Management Handbook with potential 

applicability for sustainable practices in green alleys
Other

o Department of Transportation
■ Has purview of streets, including alleys, between the curbs
■ DOT’s People Street program could have a role in use of alleys as public space when 

reconfigured with non-permanent infrastructure
o City Planning

■ Designates streets, including alleys. The “Shared Street” standard was adopted on the S- 
470-1 Standard Plan as part of the Mobility Plan and could serve as a potential path for 
certain alley typologies

■ Maintains the City’s General Plan, including 35 Community Plans. The Downtown 
Community Plans updates will look at the alley network in the context of the larger 
circulation, mobility, and open space systems of Downtown to identify green, pedestrian 
and shared alley opportunities and create related policies and programs

■ Implements the General Plan through application of zoning standards. City Planning is 
currently developing an “active alley” frontage as part of re:code LA, which will create 
standards for buildings along designated alleys to mandate features that will activate or 
support various alley types

o DWP, Fire, Police
■ Alley improvements will have to accommodate the requirements and needs of these 

departments
o Business Improvement Districts and other community partners

■ May assume the role of alley steward and responsibility of long-term cleaning and repairing 
non-standard elements

DISCUSSION AND BACKGROUND

TRADITIONAL ROLE OF ALLEYS

Traditionally, alleys have served many important roles in the urban context. Alleys provide access and space for a 
variety of functions needed to support commercial, industrial, and residential activities. These functions include 
deliveries, loading, emergency access, parking entrances, waste collection, and public utilities. Often termed “back



of house”, they are necessary for the day to day life of urban areas. Many businesses, especially retail stores and 
restaurants, rely on timely and efficient deliveries, which alley access can help to facilitate.

Space is limited and valuable in dense urban areas like Downtown Los Angeles and many needs often compete for 
curb and sidewalk space. Alleys provide an alternative location for some of these needs, helping to make streets 
safer, less congested, and more pleasant. Loading in alleys reduces conflicts between delivery vehicles and other 
road users by keeping sidewalks, bicycle facilities, and on-street parking spaces clear.

Additionally, moving loading activities from the street to the alley helps to reduce congestion and pollution by 
eliminating the need for delivery vehicles to take up lane space, double park, or idle at the curb. Locating parking 
entrances in alleys can help to improve pedestrian access to buildings and reduce conflicts by eliminating or 
reducing the number of curb cuts on a site. Locating waste collection and public utilities in alleys creates more 
sidewalk space for pedestrians and amenities such as street trees and seating. Thus, alleys play two important 
roles by providing space for important functions and by making streets safer and more attractive.

EXPANDED ROLES FOR ALLEYS

While providing space for the “back of house” role will remain the primary function of alleys, facilitating other 
activities has become an increasingly desirable role of alleys in many areas. Across Los Angeles, communities are 
identifying alleys as important public spaces and opportunities for improving pedestrian access, providing open 
space in park poor areas, and implementing sustainability strategies.
Alleys have long served as short cuts for pedestrians through areas and there is an increasing interest in making 
alleys more pedestrian friendly. Implementing pedestrian improvements in alleys can provide new routes through 
neighborhoods, improve safety by increasing foot traffic, and create economic opportunities for businesses with 
alley frontages.

In addition to providing access through neighborhoods, alleys can serve as places for gathering and recreation. In 
many dense urban areas with alley networks there is little access for residents and workers to open space. Alleys 
can provide an opportunity to develop flexible open spaces in urban infill areas where it is often difficult to identify 
land suitable for the creation of new open space. Alleys are integrated into the urban fabric and can provide open 
spaces that are responsive to the needs of communities. Alleys can accommodate a range of recreational activities 
including passive recreation and exercise equipment.

In addition to providing opportunities for traditional recreational activities, alleys can provide flexible space for 
integrating outdoor dining and retail with public space. Allowing for these commercial activities can help to activate 
public space and can serve as an economic development tool.

Alleys can also provide opportunities for urban greening. Installing stormwater best management practices in alleys 
can eliminate flooding problems in alleys, treat stormwater runoff, and capture stormwater for infiltration (in suitable 
areas). Installing plants and green materials in alleys can also help to reduce urban heat island effect and capture 
carbon emissions and other pollutants.

As communities seek to transform and expand the roles of alleys it is important to consider their traditional “back of 
house” functions. There are a variety of strategies for integrating these functions with pedestrian, open space, and 
stormwater improvements.

RECENT PEDESTRIAN AND GREEN ALLEY EXAMPLES

There have been several recent alley improvement projects in the City of Los Angeles. They demonstrate the 
different types of alley improvements as well as different regulatory mechanisms used to create pedestrian and 
green alleys.



East Cahuenga Alley
Located in Hollywood this alley serves as a pedestrian pathway and a space for outdoor dining and retail. East 
Cahuenga Alley is primarily an economic development and pedestrian improvement focused project. Improvements 
to the alley include outdoor dining, signage, waste disposal consolidation, public art, landscaping, and stormwater 
management and were installed in 2011. The alley was closed to all non-emergency vehicles by ordinance under 
the California Pedestrian Mall Law of 1960. The project was funded by the former Community Redevelopment 
Agency and was a partnership between the agency, the City, and the Hollywood Business Improvement District. 
The BID is responsible for ongoing maintenance of the project.

Avalon Green Alley Network Demonstration Project
Located in South Los Angeles this project is an example of a stormwater and urban greening focused alley 
improvement project. Alley improvements for the project include stormwater management, landscaping, and 
lighting. Materials and designs from the City’s “Rainwater Harvesting Program: Green Streets and Green Alleys 
Design Guidelines” were used. Plans include closure of the alley to vehicular traffic under the Pedestrian Mall Act. 
The project is a collaboration between the Trust for Public Land and several city departments, mainly the Bureau 
of Sanitation Watershed Protection Division. This was an effort led by the Trust for Public Land in collaboration with 
the adjoining South Los Angeles residents and stakeholders.

NoHo Plaza
Located in North Hollywood this project is focused on creating public space and implementing pedestrian 
improvements. Alley improvements include non-permanent seating, public art, lighting, and landscaping. The alley 
is closed to vehicular traffic as a part of the project’s temporary improvements. This project was implemented 
through the Department of Transportation’s People Street program and is a temporary pilot project. The North 
Hollywood Business Improvement District is the lead Community Partner of the project.

Harlem Place
Located in Downtown Los Angeles, this alley project is focused on creating public space and pedestrian 
improvements. This project is being pursued as an alley vacation with a public easement to allow access during the 
hours of 6AM to 12AM. The property owner adjacent to the alley has pursued to have the alley vacated so that it 
can be converted to a pedestrian space with non-standard elements including permeable paving, wall-mounted 
LED lighting, moveable planters, overhead string lighting, decorative paving, and decorative gates. As a private 
development with a public easement, the property owner has more flexibility to provide non-standard elements and 
will assume responsibility for the maintenance of the alley improvements, however there is a trade-off since this 
approach creates the desired condition but the City no longer retains ownership of this valuable asset.

CONCLUSION

Alleys serve an important role today, providing space for “back of house” functions and reducing the demands on 
street and sidewalk space. However, in some places, the role of alleys is expanding to include serving as pedestrian 
corridors, providing open space, and managing stormwater. There are opportunities to integrate these new roles 
for alleys with traditional “back of house” usages.

A variety of City Departments are currently involved in exploring new approaches for innovative alley treatments. 
The City has participated in several alley projects that have utilized a range of mechanisms and techniques to create 
pedestrian and green improvements. However, there is currently no standard approach to green and pedestrian 
alley projects.

There are new opportunities to explore alley improvement strategies across a range of places. The ongoing 
Downtown Community Plan update can identify alleys, within the context of Downtown’s circulation, mobility, and 
open space systems, that may be particularly appropriate for green solutions and pedestrian improvements.

A pilot green and/or pedestrian alley improvement project could provide an opportunity to further the development 
of the creative alley solutions that the City has been exploring. Through such a pilot, department roles and processes



could be streamlined and documented for future projects. This process would aid in the creation of a guidance 
document for the implementation of green and pedestrian alley projects throughout the City. This guidance 
document would outline the roles of different Departments involved in the range of alley improvement projects and 
would highlight the variety of alley typologies including public space, shared street, and green alley. Additionally, a 
pilot alley project would provide an opportunity to identify barriers to implementation and strategies for streamlining 
green and pedestrian alley improvements.

If you have any questions about the topics in this report, please contact Bryan Eck in the Downtown Policy section 
of the Department of City Planning at (213) 978-1304 or brvan.eck@lacity.org.

Sincerely,

VINCENT P. BERTONU\ICP 
Director of Planning ,

CRAIG WEBERl j
Principal City PlaQn^r, Community Planning
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