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¥ Friends of Westwood Lawsuit Against L.A.

The story behind the landmark
lawsuit, Frlends of Westwood vs.
the City of Los Angeles, Is as
interesting and revealing as the
jegal victory it provided to commu-
nities faced with over-scaled proj-
ects, This appellate decislon or-
dered Los Angeles to obey a
17-year-old state law, the Califor-
nia Environmental Quality Act.
This iaw requires that an environ-
mental impact report be prepared if
significant adverse lmpacts can be
predicted. Such reports open the
pianning process to the communi-
ty, a radical departure from the
typical fait accompli building per-
mit issued by the city.

Now, thanks to Friends of West-
wood, residents across thls city will
have the chance to provide input
that may very well enhance a
project. Not oniy will the (former
restaurant)} Ship's site building be
smailer, and thereby relieve the
community from a substantiai
amount of additional traffie, but it
will also provide additional
parking, a community room (with
validated parking), a postal station,
and yes, Ship’s may very well
return to its home in Westwood.

A dedicated group of citizens,
with the help of their neighbors
and other homeowner associations
and conservation groups, can make
a difference, When Friends of
Westwood's leaders first asked for
compiiance with CEQA they re-
ceived no assistance or encourage-
ment from the Department of Plan-
ning or the City Council, When the
Friends cited the city’s own guide-
ilnes permitting the director of
planning and the City Councii to
order environmental impact re-
ports (CEQA Guidelines Article I,
Section 8), the response was that
EIRs only delay the inevitable and
relief wouid not happen, A year
was spent “exhausting remedies”
before a lawsuit could be filed. At
each point, we received the cold
shouider and eventually a permit to
construct a 363,000 square foot
office building was granted.

The first organization to join our
cause was the Sierra Club. The
California Planning and Conserva-
tion League, followed by the Fed-
eration of Hillside and Canyon
Assns., also came on board. After
several months, a unanimous Court
of Appeal published its decislon;
the City of Los Angeles was not
above CEQA, communities have
the right to know about projects
and to voice suggestions, The city
appeaied thls declsion.

With mounting legal bills,
Friends of Westwood again turned
to its friends across the city. They
sent contributions and letters of
thanks, On June 3 the hopes of
these generous citizens were ful-
filled. Friends of Westwood pre-
vailed.

Against all odds, justice tri-
umphed. An impartial judicial sys-
tem made up for a callous local
government. Thank you to those
who made thls victory possible.

LAURA M. LAKE

President

Friends of Westwaod
It may seem like the demented
ravings of a wounded developer
when I say this, but I'm going to go
ahead and say it anyway. Notwith-
standing the current thinking of
everyone from the Caiifornia Su-
preme Court on down, I respectfui-
ly disagree with the decision of the

Supreme Court in this case. As a

professional urban pianner with 16

years of experience in both the

pubilc and private sector of the
deveiopment community, and as an
individual who has been intimately
associated with the environmental
evaluation and reporting process
prior to the Friends of Mammoth
decision, it is clear to me that the

California Supreme Court has cre-

ated an aberrant ruling which flies

directly in the face of prior court
ruiings and in fact the originai and
subsequent iegisiative intent of

CEQA and aii its modifications. A

But we continued to seek reilef
for our community, We searched
for attorneys willing to take the

case. Only one law flrm believed

that we could prevail, Eventually
we filed our lawsult and lost in
Superior Court.

review of the originai iegislation in
1970 and subsequent modifications,
will show that the Legisiature’s
intent was to protect the guality of
the naturai environment and to
ensure that new deveiopment
wouid be satisfactoriiy evaiuated in
terms of its impact on that environ-
moent

As has been stated many times,
both in the interpretation of the
CEQA guideiines and the legisla-
tive processes which have been
used to modify it over the years, it
is clear that the Legisiature intends
that purely environmental con-
cerns reiating to the naturai envi-
ronment be evajuated, and that the
emphasis of the environmentai re-
view be placed on non-urban areas,
not fully deveioped areas of the
city (such as the urbanized West-
wood Viilage area) in which no
“naturai environment” has existed
for years,

It seems extremeiy ciear that the
problem which caused the Friends
of Westwood decision to come
about is not a fauit of the environ-
mentai review process, but one of
the pianning process and the regu-
iatory controis in piace, If the city
of Los Angeles i8 concerned about
the reiationship of commerciai de-
veiopment to the surrounding resi-
dential areas, it can provide an
overiay zone or a buffer zone
within which deveiopers must con-
form to performance guidelines,
The principie is ciear: When you
have a planning problem you can-
not attack it with environmentai
regulations.

RONALD C. MAYHEW
Hermosa Beach



