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September 11, 2019

Los Angeles City Council 
c/o Office of the City Clerk 
City Hall, Room 395 
Los Angeles, California 90012

Attention: PLUM Committee

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 staff report responds to a California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA) appeal of ENV-2017-4073-CE. On September 25, 2018, an appeal of the 
Class 31 and Class 32 Categorical Exemption determination (Case No. ENV-2017-4073-CE) 
pursuant to Public Resources Code Section 21151 (c) was filed by Jim Childs and Laura 
Meyers of the North University Park Community Association (NUPCA). This appeal is an appeal 
of the environmental clearance only, as it does not address the underlying entitlements (Project 
Permit Compliance, Design Review, Certificate of Appropriateness, and a Waiver of Dedications 
and Improvements), which cannot be appealed further pursuant to Los Angeles Municipal Code 
(LAMC).

Background

On June 4, 2018, the City of Los Angeles determined based on the whole of the administrative 
record that the Project, an adaptive reuse of an existing church structure as a 9,256 square-foot, 
seven-unit apartment building with parking for six cars and nine bicycles, is exempt from CEQA 
pursuant to CEQA Guidelines, Section 15300, Class 31 and Class 32, and there is no 
substantial evidence demonstrating that an exception to a categorical exemption pursuant to 
CEQA Guidelines, Section 15300.2 applies.

On June 5, 2018, the Director of Planning issued a letter of Determination that conditionally 
approved a Project Permit Compliance Review, Design Review, Certificate of Appropriateness, 
and a Waiver of Dedications and Improvements (Case No. DIR-2017-4072-COA-DRB-SPP- 
WDI) and determined that the associated Class 31 and Class 32 Categorical Exemptions (Case 
No. ENV-2017-4073-CE) were appropriate. The action of the Director of Planning was appealed 
to the South Los Angeles Area Planning Commission (APC). On September 4, 2018, the South
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Los Angeles APC denied the appeal after a failure to act, and sustained the determination. The 
action of the APC is final for Case No. DIR-2017-4072-COA-DRB-SPP-WDI.1

Analysis

The following appeal points were raised by the Appellants and responded to by the Department 
of City Planning:

1. “The use of a Categorical Exemption is essentially ‘unreasonable’ because staff in 
its original Determination and again in its Report to the Area Planning Commission 
dismissed evidence that the Subject Property, the former Korean Methodist Church, 
is associated with Korean American history in Los Angeles - evidence provided by 
the City’s own SurveyLA ‘Korean-American in Los Angeles’ Context Statement, 
which features the church on its cover.”
Staff Response:

The “Justification for Project Exemption” issued on June 4, 2018 found that the project is 
categorically exempt under Section 15300, Class 31 because it is 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 Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties (herein, Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards or Standards). The justification also found that the project is 
categorically exempt under Section 15300, Class 32 because it is characterized as in-fill 
development meeting the required criteria. Furthermore, the justification found that the 
project does not meet any of the exceptions to the exemptions as listed in Section 15300.2 
Exceptions.

The Appellant bases their claim that staff dismissed evidence that the subject property is 
a historical resource on the subject property’s identification in the Los Angeles Citywide 
Historic Context Statement, “Korean Americans in Los Angeles, 1905-1980” (“Context 
Statement) as a “known resource” and because old photographs of the subject property 
were utilized in the body of the document.

While the subject property is, in fact, included in the Context Statement within “Appendix 
A: Korean American Known and Designated Resources,” the Appellant has 
mischaracterized the definition of a “known resource.” The introduction of Appendix A 
reads, “Known resources may be eligible for designation under local, state, and/or federal 
programs. However, inclusion in this list as a resource does not ensure eligibility. 
Properties must be fully evaluated under relevant criteria to determine if they meet 
significance and integrity thresholds.”

1 It should be noted that the South Los Angeles APC Letter of Determination issued on September 10, 
2018, included a clerical error on the cover page that incorrectly cited the exemption from CEQA pursuant 
to Article III, Section 1, Class 3, Category 17 of the City CEQA Guidelines, when, in fact, the body of the 
same Letter of Determination actually analyzed the Class 31 and Class 32 exemptions. The appeal 
recommendation report issued by the Office of Historic Resources prior to the appeal also included an 
analysis of both CEQA Class 31 and Class 32 Categorical Exemptions.
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“Because 1276 West 29th Street was identified by Qualified Historians who are 
experts in Korean American history (who had been hired, by the way, by the City 
Planning Department and who are acknowledged as experts in the Context 
Statement), and because other expert Qualified Historians (including the 
undersigned) also have identified this property as a historic resource, the City is 
required to, at minimum, prepare an MND. Under CEQA, it is not sufficient to rely 
solely on an opinion in an assessment by an outside vendor - even one who is also 
a Qualified Historian - who has been paid by the Applicant to make a finding that 
not coincidentally that [sic] supports the project goal of removing the character 
defining features of the interior church sanctuary.
Rather, CEQA requires that where is a split in expert opinion - as there is in this 
case - that the Decision Maker (The City through its City Council) err on the side of 
conservatism and engage in a more complete environmental assessment.”
Staff Response:

Due to the identification of the subject property as a “known resource” in Appendix A, the 
applicant retained qualified Architectural Historians Kathryn McGee and Jenna Snow to 
prepare a “Historic Resource Assessment and Impacts Analysis” (herein, “historic 
resource assessment”), which evaluated the subject property against the registration 
requirements identified in the Context Statement. Per the Context Statement, a property 
type such as a church may be found eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic 
Places under Criterion A (association with a significant event or contribution to history), B 
(association with an individual) or C (architectural significance); a property found to be 
significant should retain integrity of location, design, feeling, and association. Though the 
Context Statement was in draft form at the time the report was undertaken, staff provided 
a draft copy to the authors of the assessment for reference. Completed in August 2017 
(approximately two months prior to the Project’s filing), this assessment found that the 
subject property did not have a significant association with the Korean American 
community (Criterion A) as claimed by the Appellant, and further, the subject property did 
not meet the registration requirements for listing as a Los Angeles Historic-Cultural 
Monument, or for listing in the California Register of Historical Resources or National 
Register of Historic Places.

Upon receipt, Specific Plan staff reviewed the historic resource assessment with the Office 
of Historic Resources staff that had overseen the preparation of the Context Statement, 
evaluated the church’s association with the Korean American community in the exceptions 
analysis for the Class 31 and Class 32 Categorical Exemptions, and accepted the findings 
of the report that the structure was not individually eligible for designation. Therefore, 
although the Applicant commissioned the historic resource assessment, staff took steps 
to confirm the validity of the report before adopting the findings. The Appellant did not 
prepare an additional historic resource assessment or provide any other evidence to 
dispute these findings.

It should be noted that a Multiple Property Documentation (MPD) form titled “Asian 
Americans in Los Angeles, 1850-1980” and an accompanying National Register 
nomination for the Filipino Christian Church were listed on the National Register of the 
Historic Places in January 2019. While the “Korean Americans in Los Angeles, 1905-1980” 
Context Statement was used as one of the five contexts comprising the MPD, Appendix 
A was not included. Inclusion of the subject property as a “known resource” in Appendix 
A is for local reference only; the subject property has not be designated on the National 
Register of Historic Places, nor has it been identified to be eligible as a historic resource 
at the federal level based on the submission and acceptance of the MPD.

2.
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The Appellant incorrectly claims that there is a split in expert opinion, and as a result, the 
City should have erred on the side of conservatism in preparing an MND. On the contrary, 
the historic resource assessment does not contradict any finding of significance for the 
subject property by another qualified expert in the field. As previously stated, inclusion in 
Appendix A as a “known resource” does not qualify the property as a historic resource, 
and therefore, it does not contradict the findings of the historic resource assessment 
(prepared by a qualified Architectural Historian) that the subject property is not a historic 
resource. Because the Project was found to meet the Class 31 and Class 32 categorical 
exemptions, as discussed in Appeal Point 1, an MND is not required, and the Appellant’s 
claims are false.

3. “Moreover, the use of the Categorical Exemption was predicated on Staff’s 
assumption that this project meets Secretary of Interior Guidelines. It does not.
If the CEQA clearance is defective, then the entire Determination is as well. As a 
result, we hereby also appeal the case in whole, and request that this appeal be 
heard by the Los Angeles City Council.”
Staff Response:

A Project qualifies for a Class 31 Categorical Exemption if it is 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 Standards. Per North University Park Specific Plan Section 2.E and HPOZ 
Ordinance Section 12.20.3.K.4, the Project was reviewed for conformance, and ultimately 
determined to be consistent with, the Secretary of the Interiors Standards for 
Rehabilitation. Specifically, the Project was found to meet the Standards because the 
proposed use would require minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building 
(#1); historic materials, character-defining features, and distinctive features, finishes, and 
construction techniques used on the property would be maintained (#2 and #5); the 
property would continue to be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use 
(#3); the Project would not negatively impact changes and additions that had been made 
to the church over time, that may have acquired historic significance (#4); and deteriorated 
features on the original structure were proposed to be repaired, restored, or replaced in
kind (#6). Further, the new addition was found to maintain the character-defining features 
of the existing structure, and designed to be compatible, yet differentiated from the original 
design (Standard #9); it was also determined that should the new construction be removed 
in the future, the essential form and integrity of the property would remain unimpaired 
(Standard #10). The interior work was found to be consistent with the Standards because 
it would not impact character-defining features, none of which remained or were identified, 
per the historic resource assessment.

Therefore, the Class 31 Categorical Exemption, pertaining to the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards, was properly used. As discussed in Appeal Point 1, the “Justification for Project 
Exemption” dated June 4, 2018 also found that the Project is exempt from CEQA pursuant 
to State CEQA Guidelines Section 15300, Class 32, and that there is no substantial 
evidence demonstrating that an exception to a categorical exemption pursuant to CEQA 
Guidelines, Section 1500.2 applies.

The South Los Angeles Area Planning Commission considered an appeal of the 
determination by the Director of Planning (related to DIR-2017-4072-COA-DRB-SPP- 
WDI-1A) at its meeting on September 4, 2018, but failed to reach a consensus. Per the 
Letter of Determination issued on September 10, 2018, the 2-1 vote resulted in a failure 
to act by the Commission, which is deemed a denial of the appeal, and the Director’s
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determination was sustained. The action of the APC is final for Case No. DIR-2017- 
4072-COA-DRB-SPP-WDI. The Project Permit Compliance Review, Design Review, 
Certificate of Appropriateness, and a Waiver of Dedications and Improvements 
entitlements are not further appealable pursuant to LAMC Section 11.57 C.6.

“Even though they failed to ‘act’ because the three Commissioners present could 
not reach a consensus, the South Area Planning Commission unfortunately abused 
its discretion in one important way. While discussing whether or not the former 
Korean Methodist Church should be considered ‘historic,’ that discussion devolved 
into an exchange about the fact there were no Korean Americans in the room (at 
the SAPC hearing) to weigh in on whether or not they felt it was an important 
building.”
Staff Response:

At its meeting on September 4, 2018, the Commission considered an Appeal 
Recommendation Report submitted by the Director of Planning, an appeal response by 
the Appellants, and public input. The claim by the Appellant that there was a “failure to 
act” based on anything other than the materials provided is unfounded.

4.

5. “The Categorical Exemption cannot be properly utilized for this project, for the 
following reasons:

This project does not meet Secretary of the Interior Standards, in that the 
project will demolish the interior of the historic resource, namely the church 
sanctuary/nave
Staffs jurisdiction over the exterior only does not excuse Staff from a proper 
CEQA evaluation; if Staff is using Class 31 of CEQA Exemptions as its basis, 
conformance with the Standards requires evaluation of interior changes as 
well as exterior changes.
The project creates cumulatively considerable impacts; a Categorical 
Exemption is not permitted in cases of cumulative impacts.
Moreover, Staff has for the past few years indicated that the Department has 
an internal guideline that a project is exempt if it only has a single entitlement 
but not exempt if it needs two or more entitlements. Although that threshold 
does not appear in either the California Environmental Quality Act’s Article 
19 (Categorical Exemptions) nor in the State’s Public Resources Code, if in 
fact this is now the City’s stated procedure it applies in this case, since along 
the COA case there is a “WDI” case, Waiver of Dedications and 
Improvements (e.g., TWO entitlements. [sic]
CEQA establishes a low threshold for the preparation of an EIR, and in 
particular sets a bar that when experts (Qualified Historians) disagree, then 
the fullest possible evaluation shall take place. Several Qualified Historians 
stated that the project does not meet Secretary of Interior Guidelines.”

Staff Response:

The Appellant’s first point claims the Project will demolish the interior of a historic resource, 
namely the church sanctuary and nave. This assertion relies on the assumption that there 
are interior character-defining features that will be adversely impacted by the Project. 
However, as evidenced in the previous discussion of Appeal Point 2, the historic resource 
assessment found that the property was not individually eligible for designation as a 
historic resource under any local, state and/or federal programs, and no interior character
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defining features were identified as part of this evaluation. The historic resource 
assessment did note that key interior spaces and features that may have contributed to 
the church’s significance had been removed or significantly altered in such a way that the 
interior of the church no longer retained its design integrity. The subject property was 
identified as a Contributor to an eligible historic district within the boundaries of the North 
University Park Specific Plan area in a 1983 Historic Resources Survey. This survey 
identified major character-defining features including the building’s raised central 
entrance, symmetrical fa?ade, flat roof with stepped parapet, steeple, side entrance, dual 
entrance doors, and an overall lack of ornament. No interior features, including the 
sanctuary and the nave, were identified as character-defining features of the subject 
property in the 1983 survey.

To the Appellant’s second point regarding the improper utilization of a Categorical 
Exemption, the North University Park Specific Plan Sections 2.F.1.b(2), 2.C, and 2.E 
require that only the exterior of a project be reviewed for conformance with the Secretary 
of the Interior’s Standards. Therefore, review of interior alterations would exceed the 
scope of the Specific Plan. In accordance with these Specific Plan provisions, all 
alterations to the property’s exterior were reviewed for conformance with the Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards and found to be in compliance. The Appellant argues that “staff’s 
jurisdiction over the exterior only does not excuse staff from a proper CEQA evaluation,” 
and that “conformance with the Standards requires evaluation of interior changes as well 
as exterior changes.” Again, as previously discussed, no interior character-defining 
features were identified on the property in the historic resource assessment and impacts 
analysis. Contrary to the Appellant’s claims, the Project does in fact meet the Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards, and the Project does not demolish a significant feature or cause 
a substantial adverse change in the significance of the historic resource.

The Appellant’s third point refers to the Project’s creation of cumulative impacts. The 
“Cumulative Impact” exception applies when, “although a particular project may not have 
a significant impact, the impact of successive projects, of the same type, in the same 
place, over time is significant.” As discussed in the “Justification for Project Exemption” 
dated June 4, 2018, there are no similar adaptive reuse projects to the proposed Project 
identified within the Specific Plan Area. Further, the Project was found to meet the 
applicable regulations and provisions of the North University Park Specific Plan that 
require new development to be compatible in overall scale, size, massing, bulk, setback, 
and design within the surrounding Specific Plan neighborhood and Community Plan areas. 
Therefore, this argument is unsupported and not applicable.

The Appellant’s fourth claim that a project is exempt if it only has a single entitlement, but 
not exempt if it has two or more entitlements, is unfounded. A determination of a 
Categorical Exemption is not based on the number of entitlements a project is seeking. 
Rather, it is based on the whole of the project, pursuant to Article 19 of the State CEQA 
Guidelines (Categorical Exemptions).

Finally, to the Appellant’s fifth point, there has not been disagreement between several 
Qualified Historians that the project does not meet the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards. As previously discussed under Appeal Point 1, inclusion in the Context 
Statement as a “known resource” does not qualify the subject property as a historic 
resource, and the Context Statement does not include an analysis of the property against 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards. Further, the Appellant did not prepare any 
additional historic resource assessment evaluating the potential significance of the subject 
property or the Project’s conformance with the Standards.
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“The proposed Categorical Exemption (CE) for the project at 1276 West 29th Street 
is not legally sufficient to meet the requirements of CEQA in protection of our 
environment. Title 14, California Code of Regulations, Chapter 3, Guidelines for 
Implementation of CEQA, states a categorical exemption should not be used where 
the activity would cause a substantial adverse change. Furthermore, Section 
15300.2 (c), explains: Significant Effect. A categorical exemption shall not be used 
for an activity where there is a reasonable possibility that the activity will have a 
significant effect on the environment.

CEQA sets a very low threshold for not permitting a Categorical Exemption, namely 
that it should not be used where there is a reasonable possibility of the activity 
having a significant effect.”
Staff Response:

As previously discussed in Appeal Point 1, the “Justification for Project Exemption” issued 
on June 4, 2018 found that the project is categorically exempt under Section 15300, Class 
31 and Class 32. As part of this evaluation, Planning staff reviewed the potential 
exceptions to the use of Categorical Exemptions for the proposed project, and determined 
that there is no substantial evidence demonstrating that an exception to a categorical 
exemption pursuant to CEQA Guidelines, Section 15300.2 applies. The Project was not 
found to cause a substantial adverse change, nor was it found to have a significant effect 
on the environment. Therefore, the Categorical Exemptions were properly used.

6.

7. The use of a Categorical Exemption is impermissible when a project cumulatively 
adds to the significant impacts of projects that have preceded it, even if those 
projects were initiated by other owners/developers/applicants.
The City has recently approved multiple other adaptive reuses of former churches 
into unrelated new uses, and this trend is likely to continue as traditional church 
congregations are dwindling. For example, the nearby Roger Williams Baptist 
Church has been reconceived as a Charter School. St. Vibiana’s Cathedral is now 
an event center. The former Welsh Presbyterian Church/former synagogue is also 
a cultural/events center. A former church and synagogue in Jefferson Park is being 
converted into an artist’s studio. And the former St. James Armenian Apostolic 
Church is also a charter school.
The latter case, unfortunately, is most analogous to this proposal: The new owners 
of St. James decided to gut the sanctuary - which had evoked a traditional 
Armenian Church - to make a basketball court, thereby demolishing forever its 
character-defining features. The Subject Property’s owners similarly propose to gut 
their sanctuary to build a second floor of housing, thus forever damaging the 
historic nave. Although we do not yet known how many other adaptive reuse 
projects of historical churches have occurred or are being proposed within Los 
Angeles currently, the pattern of development we are witnessing argues strongly 
for a more complete environmental assessment that would also consider the 
cumulative impact of the loss of the City’s historic churches.”
Staff Response:

As previously stated under Appeal Point 4, the “Justification for Project Exemption” dated 
June 4, 2018 found that the Project would not result in cumulative impacts because it is 
not of the same type or located in the same place as the projects referenced by the 
Appellant. The proposed Project results in no cumulative impact because this Project was 
found to be consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the reasons stated
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in Appeal Point 3 above. The proposed use will not result in the loss of a historic church 
because the Project was found to meet Standard #1 of the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards, which reads, “A property shall be used for its historic purpose or be placed in 
a new use that requires minimal change to the defining characteristics of the building.” 
The proposed new use as a multi-family residence was found to be appropriate because 
the Project proposed the retention of the property’s character-defining features (all of 
which are located on the exterior; the nave is not a character-defining feature), the 
rehabilitation of original exterior features, and the removal of non-original exterior features. 
This includes the retention of the church steeple, which was found to communicate the 
historically religious use of the structure. Therefore, the adaptive reuse of the church into 
a multi-family residence will retain the historic character-defining features of the church, 
and the assertion that it would result in the loss of one of the City’s historic churches is 
unsubstantiated.

The Roger Williams Baptist Church, referenced by the applicant, is located in the North 
University Park Specific Plan Area. A project to convert two of the church structures from 
an office and a school to residential use was found to be categorically exempt under Class 
31 of the State CEQA guidelines because the project complied with the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards and therefore, did not result in an environmental impact. Because no 
such impact was identified, there is no cumulative impact. The other projects identified by 
the Appellant are not located within the Plan Area; therefore, there is no cumulative impact.

8. Staff incorrectly made Findings that the project as presented meets Secretary of 
Interior Standards for Rehabilitation, and therefore Staff recommended and due to 
the SAPC’s failure to act de facto certified an inappropriate Categorical Exemption 
that does not comply with Class 31/Section 15331.
Class 31 requires that a project be fully compliant with Secretary of Interior 
Standards and that there shall be no adverse effect on a historic resource. However, 
in the instant case, the complete gutting of the historic building is an adverse effect 
and in and of itself is not compliant with the Guidelines.”
Staff Response:

The Project was reviewed for compliance with, and was found to meet, the Secretary of 
the Interior’s Standards, as discussed under Appeal Points 3 and 5. The subject property 
was not found to be individually eligible under local, state or federal registration 
requirements, and no interior character-defining features were identified in the historic 
resources assessment that was completed by Qualified Architectural Historians and 
validated by OHR staff. Therefore, there is no adverse effect on a historic resource and 
the Class 31 categorical exemption applies.

9. We ask that you reject the project’s Categorical Exemption and require that an Initial 
Study and Checklist be prepared with the goal of a more complete environmental 
review to allow for public input, discussion, evaluation of the total project on the 
entire complex of several lots, and review of Project Alternatives as the legally- 
mandated [sic] CEQA clearance for the project requires. If the Categorical 
Exemption is allowed to stand the community and the environment will suffer 
significant and irreparable damage.
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Staff Response:

Based on the foregoing appeal responses above, staff did not err in its application of a 
Class 31 or Class 32 Categorical Exemption because the property is not individually 
eligible as a historic resource, the Project meets the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
per the provisions of the North University Park Specific Plan, and the Project will not result 
in cumulative impacts, a substantial adverse change, or a significant effect on the 
environment. Therefore, the appeal has no merit.

Sincerely,

VINCENT P. BERTONI, AICP 
Director of Planning

Melissa Alofaituli 
City Planner

VPB:MA:MTG


