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Re: 1537 S. Wilton Place 

Council File No. 20-0969 

Appeal, Case No. ENV-2018-5926-CE  

 
(Underlying Case No. DIR-2018-5925-TOC) 

 

PROPOSED RECOMMENDATION AND FINDINGS 

 
On January 21, 2021, at a duly noticed public hearing, the Los Angeles City Council PLUM Committee 

considered the Appeal of the West Adams Heritage Association in the case of ENV-2018-5926-CE. The 

Committee examined the whole of the Administrative Record to consider and then determine whether 

the case fell within the exceptions to a categorical exemption (15300.2. Exceptions).  

 

In the light of the entire record, the Committee hereby concludes that there is substantial evidence that 

supports the reasonable argument that the proposed development will have a severe negative impact on 

both the site and the district, and that there is substantial evidence of cumulative impact to the entire 

Angelus Vista Character Residential Overlay District (CPIO); and there is a reasonable, fact-based 

argument that the property may be a historic resource contributing to the District; and that, 

consequently, a categorical exemption is NOT the proper CEQA clearance. Therefore the Committee 

UPHOLDS the Appeal, and RECOMMENDS that the Los Angeles City Council ADOPT the PLUM 

Committee’s Findings (below) as its own.  

 

City Council ADOPT the PLUM Committee’s Findings (below) as its own.  
 

Findings: 

 Whereas the Committee examined the whole of the Administrative record to determine 

whether the case fell within the exceptions to a categorical exemption (15300.2. Exceptions); 

 Whereas the Los Angeles City Council adopted the South Los Angeles Community Plan 

which contained the Angelus Vista Character Residential Overlay District on November 22, 

2017 in which this site is located; 

 Whereas the Character Residential Subareas are intended to maintain, preserve and protect 

residential neighborhoods’ character defining features; 

 Whereas “(a) Location. Classes 3, 4, 5, 6, and 11 are qualified by consideration of where the 

project is to be located -- a project that is ordinarily insignificant in its impact on the 

environment may in a particularly sensitive environment be significant”; 

 Whereas in the light of the entire record there is substantial evidence that supports the 

reasonable argument that the proposed development will have a severe negative impact on 

both the site and the Angelus Vista Character Residential district; 

 Whereas there is substantial evidence of cumulative impact, with multiple, successive 

demolitions in the past two years of residences built between 1903 and 1919, to the entire 

Angelus Vista CPIO; and 

 Whereas there is a reasonable, fact-based argument that the property may be a historic 

resource contributing to the District 

 

 



The PLUM Committee thus finds that: 

1. The basis for an exception to a Categorical Exemption has been demonstrated by the factual 

evidence. 

2. Unique circumstances relevant to the case history erroneously applied the vesting rules of the 

LAMC regarding vesting rights. 

3. The Angelus Vista character residential tract is impacted by a series of multiple. demolitions and 

proposed demolitions (of which this would be one), significantly altering the community 

character. 

4. The property at 1537 S. Wilton Place is the work of a major architect and of historic significance 

within the context of the Angelus Vista character residential zone. 

Background: 

The Los Angeles City Council adopted the South Los Angeles Community Plan, the included Character 

Residential Overlay District(s) CPIO, and the related Environmental Impact Report on November 22, 

2017 (Council File 17-1054). This action adopted as policy certain mitigation measures related to the 

conservation of historic resources, including contributors to the Character Residential Overlay Districts 

 

The case involves the demolition of an existing 1906 single-family dwelling located at 1537 S. Wilton 

Place, and the development of a five-story building with 21 dwelling units with two units for Extremely 

Low Income households, and 35 vehicle parking spaces, located within the Angelus Vista Character 

Residential Overlay Zone CPIO. The Character Residential Overlay Zone is intended to conserve the 

character of the neighborhood, which includes many structures dating from 1903 through the 1920s, and 

which has a pattern of development that includes prevailing front yard setbacks, prevailing side yard 

setbacks, significant resulting open space, prevailing height, and a variety of architectural styles and 

materials which together contribute to the character of the community. 

 

At its meeting on April 23, 2020, the Los Angeles City Planning Commission (CPC) acted to uphold in 

part and deny in part, in conjunction with the approval of the following project, an Appeal in the above-

referenced matter, Case No. DIR-2018-5925-TOC-1A and ENV-2018-5926-CE.  

 

In its Determination upholding the Appeal in part, CPC remanded the design of the project back to the 

Los Angeles Planning Department, to ensure the project’s compliance with design guidelines. However, 

there is no explanation presented by the Planning Department in the record how a recently-submitted 

new version of the project design to this Committee does or does not comply any applicable design 

guidelines – neither the Character Residential CPIO design guidelines nor the Citywide Design 

Guidelines in place at the time of the project’s submittal, and also not the design guidelines that were in 

place for the South Los Angeles Community Plan for multi-family residential projects since 1998. The 

Committee, however, in its own review, finds that the new design still is not compatible with the 

character of the adjacent properties nor the Angelus Vista Character Residential Overlay District as a 

whole, and therefore does not meet the CEQA requirements for a categorical exemption. 

 

The foremost principle under CEQA is that the California State Legislature intended the act “to be 

interpreted in such manner as to afford the fullest possible protection to the environment within the 

reasonable scope of the statutory language. 



CEQA Findings: 

1). The Project does not qualify for a Class 32 exemption from CEQA. The Project, which includes 

the demolition of a 1906 residence, does not meet the bar established by CA section 15300.2, which lists 

exceptions that include location, cumulative impacts, and potential historic resources.  

 

2). The location exception applies because the proposed Project is within the Angelus Vista 

Character Residential Overlay District (CPIO), which was adopted by City Council on November 

22, 2017 (before project applicant owned the property and well before applicant submitted any plans to 

any city department). The Character Residential Overlay designation was applied to TEN local districts 

in South Los Angeles, including Angelus Vista, and was intended not just to recognize these 

neighborhoods as historical (staff referred to this designation throughout the adoption process as “HPOZ 

Lite”) but also to protect the very character of the respective neighborhoods that a project like this 

disrupts. Moreover, the adopted South Los Angeles Community Plan EIR (also adopted on November 

22, 2017), relied in part on the creation of the Character Residential Overlay District(s) CPIO to mitigate 

potential development projects’ impacts on potential historical resources, both individual and on the 

neighborhood districts themselves. 

 

Furthermore, “Location. Classes 3, 4, 5, 6, and 11 are qualified by consideration of where the project is 

to be located -- a project that is ordinarily insignificant in its impact on the environment may in a 

particularly sensitive environment be significant.”  This project, while perhaps insignificant on a transit 

corridor or in a different neighborhood, is proposed for a sensitive environment, e.g., within the heart of 

a Character Residential Overlay District, in mid-block, and adjacent to other 2-story residences mostly 

dating from 1903-1920.  

 

3). The cumulative impacts exception also applies. CEQA Guidelines Section 15300.2(b) states that a 

categorical exemption is inapplicable “when the cumulative impact of successive projects of the same 

type in the same place, over time, is significant.” This body finds that: 

 

 There has been a cumulative effect of multiple successive demolitions of early and original 

residences built between 1903 and c. 1919 within the Angelus Vista neighborhood bounded 

by Pico/Manhattan Place/Washington/Arlington (e.g., the general boundaries of the Angelus 

Vista Character Residential Overlay District).1  

 

 And, there are at least several more pending such demolitions,2 including this project. 

 

 If each of the pending demolitions, including this one, are allowed to proceed, the total number 

of these demolitions between 2018 and through the present time would equal almost 10% of 

                                                           
1 Demolitions in 2018-2020, after City Council’s adoption of the Angelus Vista Character Residential Overlay District, include residences 

at 1839 S. Gramercy Place (1903); 1660 S. Arlington (pre-1907); 1509 S. Gramercy Place (1904), located approximately 440 feet from 

1537 S. Wilton Place; 1540 S. St. Andrews (c.1906); 1546 S. St. Andrews (c.1906) – more than the number of homes demolished in 

Angelus Vista in the prior quarter century. 

 
2 Pending demolitions include but may not be limited to 1310 S. St. Andrews (1910); 1848 S. Gramercy Place (1908); 1619 S. Van Ness 

(1906); 1623 S. Van Ness (1907); 1828 S. Manhattan Place (1907); 1608 S. Wilton Place (1912); plus the Subject property.  

 



the total potential historic resources within Angelus Vista as identified on the SOUCCEIR 

database.3  

 

 In addition, there is a cumulative impact of the construction of largescale, out-of-character 

new multi-family projects, both currently under construction and several additional projects 

pending.4   Planning staff initially argued that there was no identical project “within 500 feet” of 

this location (which is not a bar established by CEQA; there is no such measurement in the law).  

This body finds that “same place” means within the boundaries of the Angelus Vista 

Character Residential Overlay District. 

 

 This Committee also finds that the “same type” of project is multi-family housing 

developments exceeding 3 stories, which is the prevailing height within the Angelus Vista 

Character Residential Overlay Zone. Planning staff in its October 14 Appeal Analysis focused, 

instead, in a limited manner on only “TOC” projects. This body finds that limited analysis to be 

incorrect. The kind of multi-family housing project, be it “TOC” or “SB1818” or 

VT/condominium case or any other new variant, and whether or not it is a density bonus project, 

is NOT what CEQA considers, as these designations change over time, and from time to time. A 

CEQA cumulative impact comes from the built form of the project.  

 

These multiple recent projects are already cumulatively impacting the character of the 

Angelus Vista Character Residential Overlay District in that they are not compatible with the 

existing character in terms of scale, massing, lot coverage, prevailing setbacks and height (along 

with materials and design).  These projects taken together are already changing, and potentially 

substantially degrading the existing visual character or quality of the District’s surroundings. 

This project in particular would be an out-of-scale, 5-story development inserted into a mid-

block streetscape that is relatively uniform in terms of setback, height, massing, and scale. The 

prevailing height of the mid-block/adjacent residences is 2 stories. The three taller buildings are 

at the end(s) of the blocks, with the tallest being 4 stories. This project is 5 stories with additional 

rooftop structures. 

 

 Staff has responded that “at the time of staff processing of the case” that staff did not know there 

were a succession of “known projects” (demolitions or construction was not clarified). In fact, 

staff is required to clear all such projects and related permits (therefore must have known of 

them), and all of the identified projects and demolitions date within the period 2018-2020, after 

the Character Residential Overlay District was adopted by City Council with the intention to 

protect its resources and the character of the District from demolitions and out-of-character 

projects. In any case, the CEQA clearance is not a look back in time but rather, must be current 

to the present time. 

 

                                                           
3 “SOUCCEIR” is the spreadsheet listing associated with the South Central Los Angeles District Plan List of Historic Resources, 1996, 

prepared for the Los Angeles Department of City Planning as an official report. 

4 Large multi-family projects 3-plus stories in height are under construction at 1509 S. Gramercy Place, 1540-1546 S. St. Andrews, and 

1840 S. Wilton Place; pending such projects are at 1310 S. St. Andrews and 1839 S. Gramercy; 1848 S. Gramercy Place has an application 

for a 7-story building, not yet approved. 



4).  The “potential historic resources” exception also applies. Appellant has presented sufficient and 

substantial evidence that the site may contain a historic resource.  

 

 There is a difference of expert opinion regarding whether or not the residence at 1537 S. Wilton 

Place is a potential historic resource. The Appellant, the West Adams Heritage Association, itself 

has a 35-year record of researching and achieving successful nominations and designations of 

individual Los Angeles Historic Cultural Monuments; National Register Districts; California 

Register Districts; and individual National Register Landmarks. Its active members include 

Qualified Historians, several of whom expressed the opinion that this residence, designed by 

master architect Charles F. Whittlesey, is an eligible historic resource that contributes to the 

character of the District, and one which may have a higher level of significance.  

 

 The whole of the record also reflects letters and testimony from other members of the public 

describing the historical features of the residence, and making the case that the property is a 

historic resource. 

 

 That there is controversy in and of itself demands a further review under CEQA, and makes 

this project ineligible for a categorical exemption. 

 

 There is no requirement in CEQA that a potential historic resource appear on a prior list. In 

fact, the purpose of a further review when experts disagree is to help determine if a property 

ought to appear on a list. There are many reasons why a resource may be overlooked or 

misunderstood.  

 

 These opinions are notwithstanding the opinion of the historic consulting firm hired by the 

applicant/developer to express an opposing opinion. That evaluation report and thus the 

conclusion/opinion were FLAWED. The report author(s) were not allowed access to the 

interior and yet concluded that the residence did “not display” the character-defining features of 

the Craftsman style – which they never saw.  

 

 Also, the authors were not requested and therefore did not do any sort of analysis as to whether 

or not this house would be a Contributor to the “HPOZ Lite” Character Residential Overlay 

District. This represents a major error in the evaluation.  

 

The Character Residential Overlay Zone CPIO Contributor designation was not meant to be 

limited to individual landmarks (whether they are local Los Angeles Historic Cultural 

Monuments or for individual listing on the National Register). SurveyLA itself is flawed, with 

many oversights and inconsistent results, which is why it specifically is not the only list to be 

utilized by any of the ten Character Residential Overlay Zones. The Los Angeles City Council 

specifically recognized that fact, which is why it adopted language requiring that “SurveyLA or 

other Survey” be utilized to determine District Contributors.  

 

The Character Residential Overlay Districts were created to emulate the City’s Historic 

Preservation Overlay Zones (HPOZ), differing from the HPOZs in that the Character Residential 

Districts would not have boards made up of community members, and would utilize the 

Secretary of Interior Standards rather than individually-adopted “Preservation Plans.” The City’s 



HPOZs have three categories of properties – Contributors; Contributors – Altered; and non-

Contributors. None of these categories presume that a particular structure is or is not also eligible 

to be individually designated. 

 

 For purposes of determining whether or not a categorical exemption is a legally-defensible 

determination, the decision maker needs to evaluate whether there is a fair argument based on 

facts to be made that the resource may be historic. In this case, there is no disagreement about the 

basic facts – the architect, Charles F. Whittlesey, was a master architect; the residence was 

erected in 1906 during the period of significance of the District; it was built for one of the 

developers of the tract, M.J. Nolan, George L. Crenshaw’s partner; it substantially retains its 

original form. These are facts.  The disagreement arises from the multiple interpretations about 

whether or not the exterior displays characteristic elements of the Craftsman/Swiss Chalet 

architectural style (e.g., is the residence a Contributor or not to the District?); and whether or not 

the unseen-interior similarly reaches a high level of design that reflects the style and/or the hand 

of the architect, Charles F. Whittlesey. This latter element remains a mystery because the 

applicant/developer chose to not allow his own Historic Consultant access to the interior spaces.  

 

The authors appear to be unaware of several other facts.  

 

Their report indicates that Mr. Nolan had no further dealings with Mr. Crenshaw, and for some 

reason they state that Mr. Crenshaw was not associated with this Tract. They are wrong on both 

counts: Mr. Crenshaw erected his own home at 1419 S. Wilton Place, and his son Loren 

Crenshaw lived at 1517 S. Wilton Place, through the early 1920s. And, Nolan partnered again 

with George L. Crenshaw as the subdividers and promoter of Wellington Square in 1914.  

 

Nolan was a prominent real estate developer, although the Report authors minimized his 

accomplishments. At the time of the development of this Crenshaw Heights Tract, Nolan was 

also the owner/subdivider of the 55-acre Venice Gateway Tract, just east of the beachside 

community, for example. 

 

In any case, the task City’s decision maker is not to decide who is correct at this point. It is not 

relevant that City staff (at the CPIO unit and/or at the OHR) “accepted” a report, especially one 

that other experts view as flawed. That is the purpose of a higher level of CEQA review. The 

decision today is whether or not Appellant has argued fairly that the demolition of the Nolan 

Residence at 1537 S. Wilton Place would have an adverse effect on a potential historic resource. 

 

5). For a project to be categorically exempt from CEQA, it shall also conform to the existing General 

Plan and zoning designation. This Committee finds that the project does not conform to the existing 

zoning designation and therefore potentially would have a Significant Impact unless mitigated. If 

mitigation is required to minimize a potential impact, a categorical exemption is not allowed.  

 

In its Appeal Analysis, staff argues that because the project is, in staff’s view, vested under Building & 

Safety’s authorization, it therefore conforms to the zoning. However, even if the project is vested as to 

building permits (Appellant argues otherwise), this does not mean for purposes of CEQA that the project 

actually conforms to the current zoning regulations in place at the time of the original Director’s 



Determination or at this time. Rather, as a state regulation and directive, CEQA does not concern itself 

with a local building department’s policies and procedures regarding permits.  

 

CEQA instead evaluates whether or not this project, by being non-conforming with existing zoning, 

would have an impact. It would.  

 

The development would be three stories taller than the adjacent properties; it would project forward 

approximately 15 feet beyond the prevailing setback of the properties along the street (e.g., its setback as 

designed is 20 feet while the prevailing setback is circa 33-35 feet); its lot coverage is well beyond the 

lot coverage of all of the other residential properties on the west side of Wilton Place in this location; the 

roofline is different; the massing does not follow the CPIO design regulations that would, at minimum, 

set the stories above two stories further back, to match the streetscape; and overall it would alter the 

complete character of the 1500 block of Wilton Place. Importantly, because it does not conform with the 

existing zoning nor zoning regulations, it would also forever be one-of-a-kind because no future 

development like this one would be allowed, since the current zoning does not allow it. 

 

6). A CEQA clearance is not and cannot be vested, despite Applicant and staff arguments to the 

contrary. 

 

7). Legal precedent: 

 

In Project Niles v. City of Fremont, in 2018, California's Appellate Court ruled that a project would have 

an adverse effect on the character of a local historic district.  On aesthetics, the court cited “the 

testimony and views of members of the public and the opinions of the HARB members who were clear 

in their view that the project is incompatible with the Niles esthetic. . . ." and furthermore, that "the 

opinions of the HARB members, charged with the duty to evaluate esthetics, must be considered in the 

same category as ‘expert’ testimony.” 

 

The Court made clear in its decision that CEQA's “purpose is to inform the public and its responsible 

officials of the environmental consequences of their decisions before they are made. Thus, the EIR 

‘protects not only the environment but also informed self-government.’" To this end, wrote the Court, 

public participation is an “essential part of the CEQA process.” 

 

California's Public Resources Code states that: “If there is substantial evidence in the whole record 

supporting a fair argument that a project may have a significant non-mitigable effect on the 

environment, the lead agency shall prepare an EIR, even though it may also be presented with other 

substantial evidence that the project will not have a significant effect. ([Pub. Resources Code, 

 

The fair argument standard is a ‘low threshold’ test -- not a high standard bar -- with a preference for 

resolving doubts by requiring the preparation of an EIR.  It should be noted that is a question of law, not 

fact, whether a fair argument exists, and the courts owe no deference to the lead agency’s determination.  

 

In part this is determined by an impartial "judge" evaluating the credibility of witnesses -- and in this 

case, the witness that states the property is not historic is a witness paid by the applicant.   


