
 

 

 

December 21, 2017 
 
Mr. Luis Ramirez 
Capital Projects Program Manager  
County of Los Angeles Dept. of Public Works 
Project Management Division II 
900 S. Fremont Avenue, 5th Floor 
Alhambra, CA 91803 
Email: luramire@dpw.lacounty.gov 
 
RE: Rancho Los Amigos South Campus Project NOP 
 
Dear Mr. Ramirez: 
 
On behalf of the Los Angeles Conservancy, thank you for the opportunity to 
comment on the Notice of Preparation (NOP) for the Rancho Los Amigos South 
Campus Project and the proposed demolition of the entire California Register-
listed Rancho Los Amigos Historic District. Given the rarity and historical 
significance of this resource, we are deeply disappointed in the County’s current 
direction, especially as we have worked previously with the County throughout the 
past ten years to identify ways to repurpose this campus. The Conservancy and our 
many supporters are strongly concerned about the loss of this important 
community asset. Rancho Los Amigos has long been on the Conservancy’s radar 
and we consider it highly significant to the heritage of all of Los Angeles County.  
 
With wholesale demolition proposed, a significant adverse impact will occur; 
therefore the County will need to consider potentially feasible alternatives to 
demolition. As required by the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the 
Draft Environmental Impact Report (EIR) shall fully consider and include a range 
(more than one) of preservation alternatives that could accomplish the goals of the 
project while retaining the continued eligibility of the historic district. 
 
I. Historical Significance of Rancho Los Amigos 
 
The South Campus of Rancho Los Amigos contains the Rancho Los Amigos 
Historic District (historic district), which was determined eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places by a consensus through the Section 106 process 
in 1995 and subsequently listed in the California Register of Historical Resources in 
1998.1 
 
The historic district was deemed significant under Criterion A of the National 
Register for its association with turn-of-the-century health care in Los Angeles 
County’s indigent population, and for its later treatment of those in Los Angeles 
County with chronic illnesses, both mental and physical. 
 

                                                             
1 County of Los Angeles Data Center, Draft EIR. April 2010. Section 3.4-10. 
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The historic district contains a mix of buildings that housed both staff and patients, and a range of 
supporting services that collectively chart Rancho Los Amigos’ transformation from a Poor Farm and 
rehabilitative care facility into a hospital to house long-term invalid patients. Additionally, the site plan 
and placement of the various structures, often grouped by particular uses, reflects the operation of the 
facility and the relationships the individual structures and their uses had with one another. 
 
Of the 103 buildings, structures and features identified in the district at the time of the determination, 78 
were determined to be district contributors. In 1998, the 78 buildings, structures and a Moreton Bay fig 
tree were automatically listed in the California Register. Additionally, Rancho Los Amigos is one of the six 
historical resources recognized in Downey Vision 2025, the City of Downey’s General Plan, as being a 
significant historical resource. The Design Element of the General Plan contains a policy dedicated to 
preserving the city’s cultural resources, calling for specific efforts such as:  

 Program 8.4.2.3: Promote the preservation and restoration of older structures, and 

 Program 8.4.2.4: Encourage adaptive re-use of older structures 
 
In recent years and as part of previous projects proposed by the County of Los Angeles, the campus has 
been repeatedly evaluated and determined to retain eligibility as a historic district. In April 2010, an 
updated historic resource evaluation of the historic district prepared for the County of Los Angeles Data 
Center project draft EIR concluded that, of the 78 original district contributors, 72 remained extant with 
68 retaining sufficient integrity to continue contributing to the historic district. 
 
II. Project Description, Purpose and Need 

 
According to the NOP, the project proposes to develop three new County administrative buildings and a 
parking structure in a 28-acre Development Area within the overall 74-acre South Campus. Although the 
proposed new construction is limited to the 28-acre Development Area, the entire South Campus has been 
identified as the “Project Site.” 
 
The project description cites a total square footage of up to approximately 650,000 square feet of office 
space in new construction comprised of new facilities to house Internal Services Department (ISD) 
Headquarters, Probation Department Headquarters, and a Sherriff’s Department Crime Laboratory. 
These spaces are to be filled by approximately 3,000 County-budgeted positions that are currently at 
other existing County facilities location within the region. A stated goal of the project is to achieve the 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) gold rating or better. 
 
To make room for the new construction, the project is proposing the demolition of all 51 existing buildings 
and structures within the 28-acre Development Area. The NOP also contemplates the demolition of some 
or all of the remaining structures of the South Campus, even though no further construction is being 
proposed and evaluated in the current environmental review. 
 
Several questions have arisen as we attempt to understand the cumulative scope of the County’s long 
range plans for the South Campus and the proposed, wholesale destruction of the California Register-
listed historic district. 
 
The Conservancy has previously worked closely with the County in our review of several past project 
proposals for the South Campus at Rancho Los Amigos, including the Data Center Project in 2010-13 and 
the Rancho Los Amigos South Campus Sports Center in 2016. Discussion of ways to retain contributing 
resources within the historic district factored into both conversations, so we’re very surprised at the 
direction the County is currently taking by proposing the complete demolition of the historic district. 
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While we understand the County’s goal of consolidating particular administrative offices to the Rancho 
Los Amigos property and have reviewed the program summary and formulas for establishing the desired 
square footage for each headquarters in the “Imperial Highway Relocation Feasibility Analysis,” we 
question the need for the desired square footage and suggested footprints to house staff in large-scale 
structures. Given the County’s responsibility, per CEQA, to reduce project impacts to historic resources 
when possible, we ask why a creative approach that could provide the desired square footage through the 
adaptive reuse of numerous small-scale structures is not being considered. Such a creative approach is not 
without precedent and it could both revitalize long vacant historic structures while advancing the project’s 
goal of achieving a LEED gold rating. 
  
III. Project cannot be subdivided into small sub-projects to eliminate potentially 

feasible alternatives from consideration 
 

The proposed project impacts the historic resource which is the California Register historic district, which 
comprises the majority of the 74-acre South Campus. Why is the County instead identifying and primarily 
focusing on a sub-project area, in this case a 28-acre Development Area? The boundaries for this sub-area 
appear to be arbitrary and include a portion but not all of the historic district resources, in this case 51 
structures. Why is the County not looking at the entire 74-acre South Campus as the project scope, and as 
an effort to consider alternatives and avoid impacts to historic resources? This is curious given other parts 
of the campus might be better positioned and capable of meeting the County’s needs, where open space 
currently exists and could allow for larger building footprints of new construction while avoiding historic 
buildings.      
 
If the project presented in this NOP is part of a larger, multi-phase development effort that the County is 
anticipating for the South Campus, why is the County attempting to circumvent the CEQA process 
through project splitting? This larger phased project is clearly contemplated in the Imperial Highway 
Relocation Feasibility Analysis (Feasibility Analysis), dated August 2015 and developed for the County by 
Gensler. Our understanding is this report came about through a motion in 2014 by Supervisor Knabe, 
instructing the County to “complete a 90-day Feasibility Analysis and Preliminary space plan for the 
relocation of County Departments located in the facilities at 9150 & 9300 E. Imperial Highway in Downey, 
CA."2  
 
The consultant apparently did not fully factor in historic resources as the report does not contemplate or 
understand the mandate under CEQA as it states, “this report find[s] no significant obstacles to relocating 
Internal Services Headquarters and the Probation Headquarters to the Rancho Los Amigos South Campus 
in Downey.” In part, this may be due to Gensler’s recommendation to the County to adaptively reuse some 
of the historic buildings, a direction the County is apparently now disregarding. In August of 2016 the 
County authorized the Rancho Los Amigos South Campus Project to move forward and award a 
consultant agreement. Has an updated version of the August 2015 Feasibility Analysis, or a new study, 
been completed for the County? 
 
While it appears that the Feasibility Analysis did not specifically evaluate whether historic district 
contributors might be adaptively reused for any of the new facilities being proposed in the NOP, the 
Gensler study notably does suggest that “several of the buildings may feasibly be converted to office use to 
reduce the amount of new construction needed” and that such a feasibility analysis “will require a more 

                                                             
2 Imperial Highway Relocation Feasibility Analysis, Executive Report, C. Project Scope. August, 2015. Los Angeles County 
Department of County Works.  



 

 

detailed programming effort to fully assess.”3 The County, as lead agency, is required to evaluate 
alternatives that could reduce project impacts to a less than significant level where possible and should 
prioritize the preparation of this analysis. The consultant further recommends “renovating approximately 
240,247 GSF of the existing buildings to be used as adaptive reuse amenity spaces for the planned 
development.”4 
 
Under CEQA Guidelines Section 15378, a “project” is defined as “the whole of an action, which has a 
potential for resulting in either a direct physical change in the environment, or a reasonably 
foreseeable indirect physical change in the environment…” An accurate and complete project 
description is essential to a legally sufficient EIR: 
  

A curtailed or distorted project description may stultify the objectives of the [CEQA] 
reporting process.  Only through an accurate view of the project may affected 
outsiders and public decision-makers balance the proposal’s benefit against its 
environmental cost, consider mitigation measures, assess the advantage of 
terminating the proposal (i.e., the ‘no project’ alternative) and weigh other 
alternatives in the balance.5 
  

Accordingly, a public agency cannot segment a single project into smaller individual sub-projects in 
order to avoid reviewing the impacts of the project as a whole, or to eliminate potentially feasible 
alternatives from consideration.6 The draft EIR must acknowledge whether future phases of 
development are indeed anticipated for the South Campus. If that is the case, and the County is not 
yet ready to proceed with the evaluation of project proposals for other portions of the South Campus, 
then the Specific Plan which the County and the City of Downey have jointly commenced should 
evaluate all of the 74-acre campus along with the anticipated project phases so impacts to the entire 
historic district can be considered from the outset.  
 
IV. Draft EIR Must Evaluate a Range of Potentially Feasible Preservation Alternatives 
 
A key policy under CEQA is the lead agency’s duty to “take all action necessary to provide the people of 
this state with historic environmental qualities and preserve for future generations examples of major 
periods of California history.”7 To this end, CEQA requires public agencies to deny approval of a project 
with significant adverse effects when feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation measures can 
substantially lessen such effects.”8 
 
Courts often refer to the EIR as “the heart” of CEQA because it provides decision makers with an in-depth 
review of projects with potentially significant environmental impacts and analyzes a range of alternatives 
that reduce those impacts.9 Based on objective analyses found in the EIR, agencies “shall mitigate or avoid 
the significant effects on the environment whenever it is feasible to do so.”10 The lead agency cannot 
                                                             
3  Imperial Highway Relocation Feasibility Analysis, Executive Report, C. Project Scope. August, 2015. Los Angeles County 
Department of County Works. 
4  Imperial Highway Relocation Feasibility Analysis, Executive Report, C. Project Scope. August, 2015. Los Angeles County 
Department of County Works. 
5 County of Inyo v. City of Los Angeles (1977) 71 Cal.App.3d 185, 192-193. 
6 Orinda Assn. v. Board of Supervisors (1986) 182 Cal.App.3d 1145, 1171.   
7 Public Resource Code, Sec. 21001 (b), (c). 
8 Sierra Club v. Gilroy City Council (1990) 222 Cal.App.3d 30, 41; also see PRC Secs. 21002, 21002.1. 
9 County of Inyo v. Yorty (1973) 32 Cal.App.3d 795; Laurel Heights Improvement Association v. Regents of the University of 
California (1993) 6 Cal.4th 1112, 1123. 
10 Public Resource Code, Sec. 21002.1. 



 

 

merely adopt a statement of overriding considerations and approve a project with significant impacts; it 
must first adopt feasible alternatives and mitigation measures.11 
 
In the past the County has committed itself to the review of preservation alternatives for previous projects 
proposed for the South Campus of Rancho Los Amigos, and the environmental review of this current 
proposed project should be no different. There is precedent for the successful adaptive reuse of buildings 
comprising historic campuses, such as the Presidio in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. 
 
The South Campus Conceptual Site Plan included in the Feasibility Analysis locates the proposed ISD 
Headquarters, Probation Department Headquarters, and parking structure serving both buildings in the 
southwest portion of the campus in what is referred to as Development Site C.  Development Site C 
currently contains a number of non-contributors to the historic district and far fewer contributing 
structures than the Development Area proposed as the project site in the NOP. Additionally, the same 
feasibility analysis contains suggestions for creative adaptive reuse of the historic structures in the historic 
district, including: a visitor/historic center, a fitness center, a café/coffee house, a dining hall, a daycare 
facility, a farmers market, a conference center, and even a dry cleaners and a pharmacy. 
 
About the Los Angeles Conservancy: 
The Los Angeles the Conservancy has the largest membership of any local preservation organization in the 
U.S., with nearly 6,000 members throughout the Los Angeles area. Established in 1978, the Conservancy 
works to preserve and revitalize the significant architectural and cultural heritage of Los Angeles County 
through advocacy and education. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the NOP for the Rancho Los Amigos South Campus Project.  
We would like to meet with the County soon before the draft EIR is out to discuss further. Please do not 
hesitate to contact me at (213) 430-4203 or afine@laconservancy.org should you have any questions or 
concerns. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Adrian Scott Fine 
Director of Advocacy 
 
Enclosure 
 
cc: Los Angeles County Supervisor Janice Hahn, District 4 

 City of Downey 

Downey Conservancy 

 

                                                             
11 Public Resource Code, Sec. 21081; Friends of Sierra Madre v. City of Sierra Madre (2001) 25 Cal.4th 165, 185. 
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