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October 24, 2019

The Honorable City Council 
City of Los Angeles 
City Hall, Room 395 
Los Angeles, California 90012

Dear Honorable Members:

CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT (CEQA) APPEAL
1276 W. 29th STREET/2909 S. ORCHARD AVENUE; ENV-2017-4073-CE; CF 19-0811

The following Department of City Planning memo responds to a letter to the Los Angeles City 
Council and Planning & Land Use Management Committee from Amy Minteer of Chatten- 
Brown, Carstens & Minteer LLP, dated September 27, 2019 filed on behalf of West Adams 
Heritage Association (“Association”) regarding "Impacts to Korean Methodist Church; 1276 
West 29th Street; ENV-2017-4073-CE; DIR-2017-4072-COA-DRB-DPP-WDI-1A.

The following points were raised in this letter and are responded to by the Department of City 
Planning:

The Project does not fit within a Class 31 Exemption.I. it JJ

As set forth in NUPCA’s appeal, the Project fails to comply with all of the 
secretary of Interior’s Standards for Treatment of Historic Properties.” [sic]
it

Staff Response:

The proposed project will not cause an adverse change in the significance of a 
historical resource based on the 2017 “Historic Resources Assessment and Impact 
Analysis” (HRA), and supplemental documentation, prepared by a qualified 
architectural historian and reviewed and approved by the City’s own Office of Historic 
Resources. Additional project analysis is set forth in the Director’s Determination 
dated June 5, 2018, the recommendation report to the South Los Angeles Area 
Planning Commission (SLAAPC) in an appeal of DIR-2017-4072-COA-DRB-SPP- 
WDI-1A; and in the staff report issued on September 11, 2019, responding to points 
raised by the Appellants in an appeal of ENV-2017-4073-CE.

Based on the substantial evidence above, the proposed project was found to meet the 
Class 31 Exemption because the work was limited to “maintenance, repair, 
stabilization, rehabilitation, restoration, preservation, conservation, or reconstruction 
of historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s
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Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving, 
Rehabilitating, Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic Buildings" (the Standards). 
Generally, a project that follows the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 
Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, 
Restoring, and Reconstructing Historic Buildings or the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation and Guidelines for Rehabilitating Historic Buildings 
(1995), Weeks and Grimmer, shall be considered as mitigated to a level of less than a 
significant impact on the historic resource.

Here, the Association presents no substantial evidence that the project will have a 
significant effect on a historic resource, nor does the record contain any substantial 
evidence to support these claims. While the Association quotes language from 
Standards 1 and 2 for Rehabilitation, the letter is more argument or expressions of 
concern. The letter itself does not provide any substantial evidence to support its 
claim that the “sanctuary is a defining feature of the Church” that is subject to 
demolition.

“While the City has only addressed whether the exterior alterations comply with 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards because only exterior work requires a 
discretionary approval, CEQA requires consideration of the whole of the 
project... The City should have considered the whole of the project, both the 
interior and exterior renovations.”

Staff Response:

The Association erroneously contends that the any proposed interior renovations 
violate Public Resources Code section 21084.1. The Association points to no 
evidence in the record that demonstrates that the interior of the existing church 
building is significant as a mandatory, presumptive or discretionary historical 
resource. See also Valley Advocates v. City of Fresno, 160 Cal.App.4th 1039, 1060 
(2008). The record makes it clear that the property was found ineligible as an 
individual historic resource against federal, state and local evaluation criteria. The 
project was evaluated against the federal, state, and local registration requirements 
and determined to be ineligible for individual listing in the National Register of Historic 
Places and California Register of Historical Resources, or as a City of Los Angeles 
Historic-Cultural Monument. The record demonstrates that Specific Plan staff 
reviewed the 2017 HRA with the Office of Historic Resources (OHR) staff that had 
overseen the preparation of the Context Statement and accepted the findings of that 
report.

Meanwhile, per North University Park Specific Plan Section 2.E and HPOZ Ordinance 
Section 12.20.3.K.4, the proposed project was reviewed for conformance, and 
ultimately determined to be consistent with, the Standards as discussed above. 
Further, the interior work was found to be consistent with the Standards because the 
proposed project did not impact any character-defining features, none of which 
remained or were identified, per the 2017 HRA. The HRA found that any interior 
features that may have contributed to the significance of the structure had been 
removed or extensively altered. Both the Specific Plan and the HPOZ ordinance 
clearly state that only exterior alterations are subject to review, and therefore it would 
exceed the scope of the Specific Plan to review interior alterations. A review of the
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interior of a property against the Standards only occurs when the property is listed in 
or formally determined eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 
Here, a review of the interior spaces under CEQA was also not required because the 
interior space did not meet the definition of a historic resource.

However, the record does include a Supplemental HRA and Peer Review Memo that 
supports the City’s determination that the rehabilitation of the sanctuary space would 
meet the Standards. The Supplemental HRA notes that, “At the interior . . . the 
configuration of apartment units interprets the former church sanctuary as an open- 
plan, high volume space by revealing high ceilings.” The Peer Review Memo 
subsequently agrees with the Supplemental HRA, stating, “All four units within the 
former sanctuary have high ceilings and/or high-volume spaces that allow the original 
volume of the sanctuary to be visible. I agree with Ms. McGee’s conclusion that even 
if the subject building had been identified as eligible for designation, the Project 
conforms with the Secretary’s Standards.” These evaluations were prepared by 
uncontested experts and were left unchallenged by the Appellants.

“Even if a Categorical Exemption were applicable, exceptions to the exemption 
apply.”

II.

“Even if the Project did fit within the Class 31 or 32 exemption, the exemption 
would be inapplicable because several exceptions to categorical exemptions 
apply. ‘A categorical exemption shall not be used for a project which may cause 
a substantial adverse change in the significance of a historical resource.’ Under 
this exception, a categorical exemption cannot be relied upon if there is a fair 
argument supported by substantial evidence that the project may have a 
significant adverse impact on an historic resource.” Substantial evidence 
includes the information submitted by appellant Laura Meyers at the earliest 
public Design Review Board (‘DRB’) meeting, offering the City and DRB 
extensive research (conducted by the City’s own Office of Historic Resources) 
on the significance of the site in the context of Los Angeles’ Korean American 
community. The City ignored this information, even thought [sic] it was their 
own publically funded research...Comments from experts Jim Childs and Laura 
Meyers also serve as substantial evidence to support a fair argument that the 
Project may result in adverse impacts.”

A.

Staff Response:

At a consultation with the Design Review Board in 2017, the Appellant expressed 
concern that the subject property was identified on a list of “known” resources in 
Appendix A of the draft Los Angeles Citywide Korean-American Context Statement 
(Context Statement). As stated in previous staff reports, a property included as a 
“known” resource in the Context Statement is not a finding of historic eligibility: the 
property must be fully evaluated under relevant criteria to determine if it meets 
significance and integrity thresholds. Therefore, the draft Context Statement 
submitted by the Appellant at the meeting does not serve as evidence of the subject 
property’s historic significance. The 2017 HRA of the subject property, prepared by 
qualified architectural historians and accepted by OHR staff (who had overseen the 
preparation of the Context Statement), determined that the structure was not 
individually eligible. Outside of presenting the City’s own information, the Appellant
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did not prepare an additional assessment or provide substantial evidence to dispute 
the findings.

While the Appellants (Jim Childs and Laura Meyers) are very knowledgeable 
community members conversant with local history and architecture, they do not meet 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Professional Qualifications Standards, which the City 
uses as a benchmark requirement for consultants and experts qualified to make 
historic resource assessments under CEQA.

“There is a fair argument supported by substantial evidence that the Project 
would have an adverse impact on the Korean Methodist Church as a 
contributor to the plan area due to its alteration of the exterior of the building to 
add dormers to the 1911 addition and the removal of portions of the fagade.”

Staff Response:

No substantial evidence of a fair argument has been submitted by the Appellant with 
respect to the claim that the exterior addition of dormers results in a significant impact 
to a historic resource. As detailed in the SLAAPC recommendation report, all 
alterations to the exterior of the subject property as a result of the proposed project 
were reviewed by the applicant’s architectural historian and reviewed by OHR staff for 
compliance with the Standards.

The 1911 addition, which had been extensively altered since its original construction 
and no longer retained integrity, was approved to be modified at the first and second 
floors, including the installation of three gabled dormers (and as a result, removal of 
some portions of the fagade) and plaster replacement to match the historic portion of 
the structure. These alterations introduced the Mission Revival style to the 1911 
portion of the structure.

As the Mission Revival style is one of the architectural styles that existed in the 
Specific Plan Area prior to 1941, introducing the style to the 1911 addition through the 
use of dormers is consistent with the Specific Plan provisions. The dormers reference 
the Mission Revival style but contain elements that clearly distinguish them as 
contemporary features, such as the window materials. As the addition is clearly 
differentiated by its mass, being both wider and taller than the Sanctuary, the project 
sought to make the mass more compatible with the site. Adding new dormers and 
matching the stucco to the primary structure introduces a style to the stucco box that 
better integrates the addition into the site. While the dormers are decorative elements 
of the Mission Revival style, the massing of the 1911 addition, the simplified roof form, 
and fenestration pattern together ensure the 1911 portion of the structure does not 
create a false sense of history (Standard #3) and is clearly identifiable as a later 
alteration (Standard #9).

In summary, Staff reviewed the alterations to the 1911 addition under the following 
three criteria: that the addition has an architectural style as outlined in the Specific 
Plan; that the alterations do not create a false sense of history; and that the 
alterations are differentiated from the old and compatible with the historic materials. 
Therefore, staff appropriately applied the Standards to the 1911 portion of the
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structure. Based on the analysis above, there is no substantial evidence to support a 
fair argument of a significant impact to a historic resource.

The City’s consideration of the project completely ignores that the City’s Office 
of Historic Resources secured a two-year National Park Service (NPS) 
Underrepresented Communities Grant to complete citywide historic context 
statements for L.A.’s Asian American communities...Despite the importance of 
the Asian Americans in Los Angeles Historic Context Statement, specifically 
the Korean portion, the City failed to consider the importance that Context 
Statement placed upon the Koran Methodist Church.”

Staff Response:

As evidenced in the staff report dated September 11, 2019, city staff did not ignore 
the NPS Underrepresented Communities grant to complete the Los Angeles Citywide 
Korean-American Historic Context Statement, nor did it fail to consider the importance 
that the Context Statement placed on the subject property. While the property was 
included in “Appendix A” of the Context Statement as a “known” resource, its 
inclusion is not a finding of historic eligibility. The 2017 HRA report of the property, 
prepared by qualified architectural historians and validated by OHR staff that 
managed and oversaw the preparation of the Context Statement, found that the 
property was not individually eligible. Ms. Minteer contends “the importance of this 
site is confirmed by the fact that a photograph of the Korean Methodist Church is 
featured on one version of the cover and on page 11 of the Context Statement.”
Again, inclusion in the context statement through photographs, or in the body of the 
narrative, does not make a property individually eligible for listing.

B. The Project would result in cumulatively considerable impacts

“As set forth in the NUPCA appeal, the impacts of historic churches in the 
North University Park area due to conversion of uses that require extensive 
alterations is a cumulatively considerable impact.”

Staff Response:

As stated in the “Justification for Project Exemption” dated June 4, 2018 and the staff 
report dated September 11, 2019, the proposed project will not result in cumulative 
impacts because it is found to be consistent with the Standards and there are no 
other similar projects of the same type in the same place over time.

The City cannot rely upon a Categorical Exemption when mitigation is required.III.

“Here, the City has imposed conditions of approval upon the Project to address 
potential impacts to the exterior character-defining features of the resource and 
as a contributor resource to the North University Park Specific Plan. This 
includes specifications regarding the windows and the retention of the base of 
the steeple.”
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Staff Response:

Discussion regarding the conditions of approval are found in Staff’s recommendation 
report to the SLAAPC. Condition 2a, pertaining to windows, was included to clarify the 
applicant’s scope of work. The proposed project has always involved the restoration 
of windows on the original 1895 church structure to their original state. However, the 
elevations submitted to Staff upon case intake showed a different lite pattern than the 
historic photographs. This plan error was discussed at the project’s public hearing 
held on February 28, 2018. At this hearing, the Design Review Board recommended 
approval of the project as appropriate per the North University Park Specific Plan, 
under the conditions that the windows located on the original church structure be 
restored with double-hung, four-over-three divided-lite wood sashes, in order to 
ensure that the plans were properly revised.

Condition 2b, regarding the retention of the base of the steeple, responds to the 
recommendation of the Cultural Heritage Commission’s (CHC) designee and a 
clarification that the cross, not the steeple itself, will be removed. On February 16, 
2018, the CHC’s designee recommended approval of the project with conditions, 
citing that the proposed project is in conformance with the Standards. The conditions 
included retaining the base of the steeple that is located at the north roof edge, which 
is a character-defining feature of the building, but allowing for the removal of the 
steeple’s cross, as there is no evidence that it is historic. While the elevations 
submitted to Staff upon case intake contain a note to “Remove Cross”, the 
identification arrow inaccurately points to the base of the steeple instead of the cross. 
Incorporating this condition, at the recommendation of the Cultural Heritage 
Commission’s designee, clarifies the removal of the cross and not the steeple as 
noted by the arrow in the original plans.

Here, the conditions of approval imposed are based upon the City’s police powers, 
rather than under its CEQA authority as a mitigation measure. Case law makes it 
clear that a public agency may rely on generally applicable regulations to conclude an 
environmental impact is not significant and does not require mitigation. San Francisco 
Beautiful v. City & Cnty. of San Francisco (2014) 226 Cal.App.4th 1012, 1032 
(conditions were not imposed as mitigation measures but instead were required by a 
public works order); Protect Telegraph Hill v. City and County of San Francisco (2017) 
16 Cal.App.5th 261, 268 (conditions were not imposed as mitigation measures but 
instead were imposed to address the ordinary anticipated inconvenience and dangers 
associated with construction activity). Here, the conditions of approval in question are 
imposed pursuant to the City’s issuance of a Certificate of Appropriateness for 
Contributing Elements governed by LAMC 12.20.3.K which is applicable citywide. 
Finally, the record demonstrates that the City also imposed no project-specific 
mitigation measures.

“The City has improperly allowed work to commence in furtherance of the project 
during the pendency of this appeal.”

IV.

“During the pendency of the administrative appeal of the CEQA determination 
in this matter, the City has improperly allowed the developer to commence work 
on the Project. Public Resources Code section 21151, subsection (c) provides
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that any CEQA determination must be appealable to the elected decision
making body. A project approval is not valid until a final CEQA determination 
has been made and while the appeal is pending, there is no final CEQA 
determination...Moreover, as discussed above, the CEQA determination applies 
to the whole of the project, both ministerial and discretionary approvals 
together.Thus, there is currently no valid project approval upon which the 
developer could commence work.

Staff Response:

As demonstrated by the forthcoming CEQA appeal hearing, the City is in compliance 
with Public Resources Code Section 21151(c), as it does accept and hold appeals of 
CEQA determinations to the City Council from lower-decision-making bodies. 
However, the City’s procedures were not codified at the time this appeal was filed.

On October 2, 2019, the City Council adopted Ordinance No. 186338 which will be 
effective November 27, 2019. Prior to this effective date, the City has no codified 
rules that required a stay during the pendency of a CEQA appeal. In contrast, this 
new ordinance will require a stay on all other project-related approvals during the 
pendency of a CEQA appeal.

Regardless, the City has routinely advised developers that any activity that occurred 
during the pendency of a CEQA appeal was done so at their own risk. Even the 
Superior Court decision of West Adams Heritage Association v. City of Los Angeles 
(BS 145631) submitted with the commenter’s letters states: “it is well established that 
in the context of CEQA, a project applicant takes the risk of constructing a project 
during the pendency of a CEQA lawsuit...”

“The City’s allowance of work to commence during the pendency of the 
administrative appeal is all the more problematic given that the City took nearly 
a year to set a hearing on the appeal in this matter.”

Staff Response:

CEQA mandates, through Public Resources Code Section 21151(c), that any 
interested party may appeal an approval of a CEQA determination by a lower 
decision-making body to the legislative body. The City of Los Angeles is in 
compliance with Section 21151(c), in that it does accept and hold appeals of CEQA 
determinations to the City Council from lower-decision-making bodies. CEQA itself 
provides no specific timeframe by which a hearing must be held.

In addition, the City has no codified rules on the timing for CEQA appeal hearings. 
Typically, delays may occur for a variety of reasons, including the time allowed for 
additional studies/analysis, as well as any requested extensions. Meanwhile, as 
stated above, the City Council has recently adopted a CEQA appeals ordinance 
(Ordinance No. 186338) that becomes effective November 27, 2019 which 
establishes procedures, time limits and hearing procedures going forward.
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In closing, staff stands by the original staff report submitted on September 11,2019, and 
recommends that City Council deny the appeal and sustain the Categorical Exemptions utilized 
in this project.

Sincerely,

VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP 
Director of Planning

Melissa Alofaituli 
City Planner
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