
1 

 

 
October 7, 2019 

 

Planning and Land Use Management Committee, 

Los Angeles City Council 

200 N. Spring St., Room 375 

Los Angeles, CA 90012 

 

Attn: Andrew Choi, PLUM Committee Clerk 

Clerk.plumcommittee@lacity.org, andrew.choi@lacity.org 

 

RE: CF 19-0811, ENV-2017-4073-CE 

1276 West 29th Street, Los Angeles CA 90007 

 

Dear Committee Members: 

 

I am writing on behalf of NUPCA, the North University Park Community Association, as one of 

the Appellants in the above-referenced case, CF-19-0811 (1276 West 29th Street, Los Angeles 

CA 90007).  

 

I am writing this letter to address statements made in a Planning Department Staff Report on this 

matter dated September 11, 2019, and signed by Director of Planning Vince Bertoni, and City 

Planner Melissa Alofaituli, who supervises the HPOZ unit in the Office of Historic Resources. 

 

I am also addressing several remarks submitted by Applicant’s Representative Damon P. 

Mamalakis in a letter dated September 27, 2019. 

 

It is true that this is a CEQA Appeal. It is not true that that means we cannot discuss the 

underlying decision-making, since that is what creates the issue(s) that bring us here today.  

 

There is no dispute about whether or not the former Korean Methodist Church located at 1276 

West 29th Street is a designated historic resource. It is. The church property is a designated 

Contributor to the North University Park Specific Plan, which is treated as if it were an HPOZ. 

When Applicant proposed its adaptive reuse, that project required a mandatory review of its 

components to determine whether or not the project met the Secretary of Interior Standards for 

Rehabilitation, both for exterior changes and the interior demolition of the sanctuary/nave.  
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It is regarding the latter issue where experts disagree. It is Appellants’ contention that the OHR 

identified this church building as a religious structure associated with the Korean Americans’ 

experience in Los Angeles, included that information in the OHR’s own successfully-submitted 

multi-property nomination to the National Register of Historic Places, and the OHR itself set 

forth evaluation criteria by which the church building should have been evaluated. However, the 

OHR then failed to require Applicant to follow those criteria for evaluation. 

 

Instead, OHR accepted an historic assessment/evaluation that was based on different evaluation 

standards – not the standards OHR has laid out in the document it itself prepared and submitted 

to the federal government. 

 

Appellants disagree with the conclusion declared by Applicant’s consultant, Architectural 

Historian Kathryn McGee, who did not utilize OHR’s context statement and criteria in her June 

2018 Historic Assessment. Apparently in September 2019, Ms. McGee revisited her assessment 

but essentially agreed with herself; and then Applicants turned to another architectural historian, 

Jenna Snow, to “peer review” Ms. McGee’s conclusions. 

 

It is curious that OHR staff did not require a peer review to come from its own consultants on the 

Korean Americans in Los Angeles report, namely Page & Turnbull, and the lead 

historian/author, Flora Chou. Is it because Ms. Chou would disagree with the assessment? Would 

Ms. Chou have agreed that the “high volume spaces” and somewhat visible original ceiling in 

some apartment spaces constitutes the retention of a church sanctuary/nave’s character defining 

features (e.g., a project that meets the Secretary of Interior Standards for Rehabilitation, as is 

required for a Category 31 exemption)? We do not know, because OHR did not require that sort 

of peer review. 

 

The authors of the Staff Report dated September 11 may or may not have been apprised of Ms. 

McGee’s or Ms. Snow’s later evaluations. However, the Staff Report also indicates that “staff 

reviewed the historic resource assessment with the Office of Historic Resources staff that had 

overseen the preparation of the Context Statement.” And that “staff took steps to confirm the 

validity of the report before adopting the findings.” 

 

That is curious. “Staff” at OHR’s HPOZ unit includes Christina Park, who holds a Master degree 

in Heritage Conservation from USC and who was one of the named co-authors of the “Korean 

Americans in Los Angeles” context statement. Did staff confirm the validity of Ms. McGee’s 

report with her? 

 

Appellant Meyers asks that question because Ms. Meyers, Ms. Park and Ms. McGee found 

themselves together, meeting, at OHR’s final public presentation of the five Asian American 

context statements. During that short sub-meeting between the three women, Ms. Park 

specifically told Ms. McGee (again, in Ms. Meyers’ presence) that Ms. McGee was wrong, that 

her approach to evaluating the importance of the Korean Methodist Church in the larger Korean 

American community at the time was incorrect, and furthermore that Ms. McGee did not 

understand why it was so important to that congregation that its members finally were able to 

purchase their own church building. 
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Ms. McGee was correct that the Korean Methodist congregation had moved from one rented 

quarters to another during the 1930s and early 1940s, perhaps occupying this very building in the 

mid-1930s. But what she and perhaps OHR staff did not understand (but Ms. Park did) is that 

this first-generation group of Korean immigrants had fled Korea when the Japanese Imperial 

Army invaded and declared Korea a part of Japan. The U.S. government considered Koreans 

here to be Japanese citizens and subjects of the Emperor (though many were advocating for 

independence), and as such they were not eligible for U.S. citizenship. And here in California, 

our own laws prevented non-citizens from purchasing property.  

 

All this changed in 1945. And that is why, per OHR’s own context statement, “the Korean 

Methodist Church was finally able to purchase a permanent home, the former Swedish Lutheran 

Church at 1276 West 29th Street at Orchard Street, in 1945. Though they remained at the 

building for only fifteen years, the church at 29th Street and Orchard marked an important 

milestone for the nomadic church and was a point of pride that reflected the congregation’s 

improved circumstances.” 

 

Staff in its report stated that experts do not disagree. This is a false statement. Appellant Meyers 

is herself a Qualified Historian, and she disagrees with Ms. McGee’s conclusion. Present at the 

South Los Angeles Area Planning Commission hearing was another Qualified Historian, Mitzi 

March Mogul, who also stated in public testimony that she disagreed with Ms. McGee’s 

conclusion. Appellant Jim Childs is also an expert who has prepared dozens of individual 

nominations as well as several National Register District nominations, and he disagrees with Ms. 

McGee’s conclusion. We believe Ms. Park of OHR also disagrees (though she may be reluctant 

now to so state). We also know that as of late July, 2019, OHR staff had not reached out to Flora 

Chou to ask her opinion; Ms. Chou may or may not disagree with Ms. McGee’s conclusion. 

 

The point of this is: the CEQA standard related to experts disagreeing does not allow OHR staff 

to pick and choose which experts staff then agrees with more. The categorical exemption is 

simply not allowed to be used as an environmental clearance in such a situation, and a higher 

level clearance (ND, MND or EIR) shall be required. 

 

The Staff Report also mentions that Appellant(s) did not prepare an additional historic resource 

assessment. Appellant was not required to submit such an assessment to prove there is 

disagreement among experts; there is. If OHR had, however, asked Appellant(s) to prepare or 

have prepared for them – at any time during the full year we were waiting for a hearing at City 

Council – we would have gladly complied. It is, however, inappropriate for OHR staff to wait 

until September 11, 2019 after an appeal was filed on September 25, 2018 to then chide 

Appellant for not doing something that was not required and is not needed to prove a difference 

of opinion among experts.  

 

Quickly moving on to the Applicant’s Representative letter.  
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First, there is a mention in the Applicant's Representative letter that "substantial evidence" 

supporting Appellant's position was not in the record. However, we considered that the City's 

own documents and other materials were, in fact, a part of the record. 

 

But for clarity's sake, we have caused to be posted to the Clerk’s File Management System for 

this case a copy of the City's own successful submission of the "Asian Americans in Los 

Angeles, 1850 - 1980" National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property Documentation 

Form, along with another copy of the “Korean Americans in Los Angeles” SurveyLA Context 

Statement.  

 

These documents have previously been noted in the administrative record at public hearings.  

 

Second, Applicant’s Representative complains that “The Project is nearly completed.” Frankly, 

we complain as well. Why on earth was an Appeal held for a full year? Why wasn’t the case 

heard timely? Why was the developer allowed to proceed (e.g., be issued clearances and building 

permits) before this case was concluded? Do not blame the Appellants. We acted timely. 

 

Third, regarding perceived cumulative impact: Older churches in Los Angeles, particularly in the 

Historic West Adams District and South Los Angeles generally, are rapidly losing their longtime  

congregations. Some are enjoying rebirth with new, growing congregations. Others are not, and 

are being sold for adaptive reuse purposes. This is a trend; this is cumulative.  

 

As it relates to historic church buildings, we have a new and troubling version of assessments, 

with now more than one Architectural Historian weighing in that the “character defining feature” 

of a church interior/sanctuary/nave is its “open-plan, high volume space” and “high ceilings” – 

not vaulted ceilings, not pews, not other architectural elements, but rather basically the physical 

open space alone. We have seen (approved by OHR) the complete interior gutting of a nearby 

historic church to make way for a basketball court – with an assessment that stated, as above, 

that the character defining feature was the height and volume. Same thing here. And because so 

many churches in this community are facing challenges that may lead to similar situations, 

Appellant(s) are concerned about the cumulative impact of this kind of decision/determination. 

 

Last but not least, it is interesting that OHR and Applicant’s Representative, including its 

Architectural Historians, completely dismiss the actual purpose of both the Survey LA effort to 

establish the five Asian American Context Statements and OHR’s submission of the similar 

multi-property National Register document. 

 

Quoting, the purpose of the "context [statement] provides a framework for identifying and 

evaluating properties relating to Korean American history in Los Angeles." 

 

"The context narrative is followed by a section that identifies the relevant property types 

associated with themes presented, and includes a discussion of their significance and eligibility 

standards (Appendix A). This context has been used to complete the MPDF form, which is 

similar in content. However, while the MPDF focuses on resources that meet eligibility standards 

for listing in the National Register, this context also addresses resources that meet eligibility 
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standards for listing in the California Register of Historic Places and designation under the Los 

Angeles Cultural Heritage Ordinance (Historic-Cultural Monuments) and Historic Preservation 

Overlay Zone Ordinance (HPOZs)." 

 

This framework was not utilized in Ms. McGee’s original historic assessment, which was the 

basis of OHR’s original Determination, and which in turn triggered this Appeal.  

 

It is this simple: the City of Los Angeles sought and received a federal grant to prepare a 

framework by which to evaluate an underserved community’s mostly-unrecognized cultural and 

historic resources; the City in fact prepared such a framework; the City in fact submitted it to the 

federal Department of the Interior, which certified it and has now included it in the National 

Register of Historic Places; and yet the City did not require this Applicant nor the Applicant’s 

consultant to comply with that framework.  

 

As a result, the approved project’s interior demolition cannot be assessed as compliant with the 

Secretary Standards, and thus is not eligible for a Class 31 categorical exemption. 

 

We are submitting this letter as a part of the full administrative record. 

 

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Laura Meyers 

Appellant 

 

1818 S. Gramercy Place, Los Angeles CA 90019 

lauramink@aol.com 

cell: 323-868-0854 
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