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Abstract

Over the past three and a half decades, a debate has existed about the future of the LA River. Is it infrastructure, or will it be a”natural”
river ever again? The Los Angeles County LA River Master Plan explored this question through multiple years of technical research, a
data-based methodology for understanding community needs, and a community engagement process. From the data-based methodolo-
gy of the LA River Master Plan, it is clear that focusing on multi-benefit infrastructure is critical for the Los Angeles River and that the
community and urban connections to the river cannot be ignored in the river’s reimagination. Adopted in June 2022, the Master Plan
suggests several strategies for multi-benefit infrastructure that focus on community needs, uniting ecological, social, and hydrological re-
alities. The relationship between communities and the river studied during the LA River Master Plan is described in this essay. Flowing
51 miles through one of the most famous metropolises of the world, the LA River is bordered by some of the most expensive real estates
in the United States, and despite LA’s fame as a sprawling city, communities along the river are crowded, and land is in short supply.
Along the Lower LA River, communities rank in the worst 10% of environmentally burdened cities in the State of California, and many
communities have less than 1 acre of open space per thousand people. For the last century, the LA River has been seen as “infrastructure”,
a mostly concrete, engineered channel to move water to the Pacific Ocean as quickly as possible during large storm events, which can
stack off the Pacific and pour large amounts of rain across the 830-square-mile watershed. A dream of a fully “naturalized” river is large-
ly incompatible with contemporary Los Angeles. Those who hold fast to an extreme image of a fully “restored” natural system can mis-
lead the public. The river has gone through many evolutions and exists now as a distinct cultural landscape. We have to reconsider what
an “urban river” can and should be. This is not about rejecting the idea of nature in the city or denying a river a connection to its “natural”
past. The LA River Master Plan is about embracing a new permutation that supports ecosystems and communities through strategies
that align with the context. Complexity exists between urban development, ecology, and infrastructure. Landscape architects can accept
this challenge to design a better urban relationship between our ecological and social systems. The LA River offers this opportunity on a
grand scale of public space, with over 1 million people within 1 mile of the 51-mile channel and over 4 million people in the relatively
small watershed. The LA River is likely to be a centerpiece for ever-increasing density and urban connections for generations to come.
‘While the endless debate between infrastructure and nature goes on, generations of children grow up without parks, with poor air qual-
ity, without space to exercise, and without ecological function in the neighborhood. It’s time to accept complexity and be creative as
designers, recognizing that the LA River and the city can co-exist.
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Seeking 1o study the LA River through lenses of
water, people, and the environment, Los Angeles County
began a process in 2016 to update the 1996 LA River
Master Plan for all 51 miles. Central to this process
was a community-based process that would consider
adjacent community needs and opportunities through
a goal-driven, data-based methodology that, for the
first time in history, would combine databases and en-
gagement for all 51 miles of the river in a single study.
The effort included intensive hydraulic and hydrological
studies in determining the technical feasibility of strate-
gies for the river that could improve ecosystem function,
improve parks and park access, address housing af-
fordability and help persons experiencing homelessness,
engage communities in ongoing education, enhance
water recharge and water quality, and improve flood risk
management.
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1 The LA River and Urban Relationships
1.1 LA River Path and Adjacent Communities
Despite its essential role in flood management,
globally, the LA River is probably most famous for its
role in pop culture. Movies, music videos, and art are
commonly fimed in the LA River, which flows through
Downtown LA. However, many people lack knowledge
about the river and the variety of conditions along its
banks (Fig. 3). This type of understanding is foundational
in the redesign of the LA River because many commu-
nities do not understand how the conditions along the
river in their neighborhood are affected by upstream
conditions and how downstream conditions are affected
by their actions. Therefore, a critical component of the
LA River Master Plan effort was to help situate com-
munities in their understanding of the river as a larger
ecological and hydraulic system. This requires under-
standing that the LA River begins at the Western edge
of the San Fernando Valley and flows to Long Beach,
where it empties into the Pacific Ocean. The river pass-
es through residential, industrial, and commercial zones
as well as parks and public open spaces, including
some of LA's most significant parks, such as Sepulveda
Basin and Griffith Park (Fig. 4). The LA River corridor is
a place where people live, work, and play. Walking and
biking are predominant uses along the LA River Trall,
and equestrian trails are found in some areas along the
river (Fig. 5). Within the river channel right-of-way, there
are aver 2 300 acres of land®. This amount of space is
truly remarkable when considered in light of the density
of LA County and the need for public open spaces and
parks. There are seventeen cities within one mile of
the LA River, and twelve of the fourteen communities
directly adjacent to the river corridor do not meet LA
County's goal to provide 4 acres of parkland per 1 000
residents”: the untapped potential of new open spaces
along the LA River could improve this. Still, the river can
be difficult to locate and even more difficult to access
from the urban grid, and many areas along the river lack
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shade or public amenities, making it difficult for some
neighborhoods to benefit from the public space the river
corridor offers.

1.2 Community Demographics

Some neighborhoods along the LA River have
seen significant changes in the last half-century. Today,
LA County is nearly half Hispanic / Latino, and there is
an incredibly diverse population®. While areas of LA
County hold extreme wealth, the overall picture doesn't
match the common Hollywood image of fame and for-
tune. Household incomes are decreasing while housing
costs are increasing. Rent is also increasing, with the
average share of income spent on rent increasing from
28% to 34% since 2000. This has resulted in about a
third of renters falling into the severely rent-burdened cat-
egory™. LA County is facing a housing crisis, particularly
in relation to affordable housing. Currently, the shortfall
in affordable housing is around 500 000 units®, and
the LA County population of persons experiencing
homelessness is 66 000", There are significant social
and economic disparities in LA County, which makes
the considerations of equity and housing even more
important in the re-imagination of the LA River, which is
envisioned in the 2022 LA River Master Plan.

2 The Realties of Flooding

The re-imagination of the LA River in the LA
River Master Plan requires fusing the social, parks, and
ecological systems with the realiies of public safety
and flood risk along the river (Fig. 6). Few people can
remember times when the LA River channel was full.
Engagement during the LA River Master Plan project
led by LA County Public Works found that only 6% of
people had seen the river at capacity. Because the
return interval of large storms varies, many people living
along the river today do not know the risks associated
with flooding in LA. In 2016, the United States Army
Corps of Engineers published research showing that

an additional 3 000 parcels in one area along the river
are at risk of flooding in a 1% event™. In the United
States, this level of flood risk would require those homes
to purchase flood insurance if the Federal Emergency
Management Association updates the flood maps for
the area, according 1o the study. This information raised
concern among residents who feared the cost of insur-
ance or who would like to see improvements made to
the LA River channel to increase the level of flood risk
mitigation.

Despite our recent forgetfulness, the LA River has
always flooded. The wandering nature of the river, which
moved around the sandy San Fernando Valley and the
Los Angeles Plain south of the City of LA, caused issues
for communities even before the City of LA had densi-
fied and before areas like Canoga Park in the San Fer-
nando Valley were annexed™. In 1922, an article in the
Riverside Daily Press in the San Fernando Valley quoted
several residents who expressed frustration about the
river's unpredictability™. “One day, our high school
is on the bank of the river; the next day, the river isn't
anywhere in sight”, stated one interviewee. “Maybe it's
flowing through my front yard or over in the other end of
town.” The article concludes with an expressed desire of
residents to see the river channelized: “The meeting cul-
minated in the passage of a petition requesting the city
of Los Angeles to build bulkheads and retaining walls in
an effort to cure the alleged river of wanderlust.” At the
beginning of 2023, heavy rains due to an atmospheric
river in the Pacific drenched the state of California. While
LA did not receive the amount of rain that areas north of
the region experienced, the rains across the state were
a reminder that heavy rains do occur and can cause
serious damage across the state.

Still, the LA River has also historically served as a
critical regional resource. Los Angeles, like many global
cities, was established in its current location largely due
to the river’s reliable year-round flow of water. Beginning
with the Indigenous Tongva Peoples, whose settlement
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of Yaanga was located close to today's downtown, the
city of LA grew from this natural resource as the water
was pushed to the surface by bedrock™™. The LA River
continued to provide the main source of water to LA
until the 1913 opening of the LA Aqueduct. By the
early 1900s, the LA River was increasingly troublesome
to residents of LA, who moved closer and closer 1o its
banks. A series of floods in the early 1900s, culminating
in the record-breaking 1938 flood, sealed the fate of
the river as the US Army Corps of Engineers finished
channelizing and concretizing the river to the extent fea-
sible, leaving the once critical river to become little more
than an open sewer in the eyes of many Angelenos”?.
As the region looks to the future of the LA River, it is
critical to understand the realities of flooding, and this
reality has guided the updated LA River Master Plan.

3 Visions for the LA River
3.1 Recent Plans for the LA River

Beginning in 1985, renewed interest in the LA
River took shape as Friends of the Los Angeles River,
led by Lewis MacAdams, sought to bring attention to the
overlooked river. Since that time, LA County completed
a 1996 Master Plan for all of its 51 miles™; the City
of LA completed a 2007 LA River Revitalization Master
Plan for the section of the river in the City of LA™: the
Lower LA River Revitalization Plan was completed in
2017 the Upper LA River and Trbutaries Plan was
completed in 20207 and LA County updated its 51-
mile Master Plan in 2022.% Each planning effort, along
with many other studies and community-level plans, has
longed to bring attention to the river and highlight how
multi-benefit projects could bring communities or ecol-
0ogy into a better relationship with the river. Many would
like the LA River to be ‘naturalized” with vegetation,

removed concrete, and a reconnection hydrologically

to the floodplain. However, because development en-
croached so closely o the bed of the river during the
late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, planning for the
LA River is complex and requires difficult choices. Some
planning documents reinforce a misconception about
the ‘ease’ of effort that would go into naturalizing the
river as if all it would take is to break up and remove the
concrete lining its surfaces. But this is just one step in a
spatially and socially complex process. For example, re-
moving concrete would increase friction, reduce the rate
of flow, and necessitate the widening of the channel to
carry the same flow during storms. To widen the channel
and reconnect the river to a larger floodplain along all
51 miles would require displacing tens of thousands of
people along the banks of the river”, not to mention the
critical infrastructure and cultural sites. Increasing flood
risk or the displacement of communities are unappealing
options to many, perhaps most, Angelenos, particularly
in light of the LA region’s current housing crisis. The Di-
rector of LA County Public Works noted in an interview
with the New York Times in the fall of 2022, “Millions of
people are simply not going to move out of the valley or
agree to leave their homes along the river. You're also
not going to move all those rail and power lines that run
right along the channel. Much of the time, the channel
is dry. But on those rare days when the rains are worst,

"7 Given the need to balance

the channel does its job.
social, hydrological, and ecological needs, designers
must be more creative to develop strategies for inte-
grating public space, urban communities, and ecology.
The simple ideas of nature are gone, as Purdy writes in
the quote that begins this essay, and we are all part of
figuring out what to do in this complicated legacy of the
LA River. What this suggests is that the LA River is an
incredible testing ground for exploring the way values

around natural and cultural resources are formed, trans-

formed, and built into the city.

3.2 The LA River as Cultural and Ecological
Landscape

The LA River is a cultural landscape, a piece of
infrastructure that is iconic, loved by some, and despised
by others. The future of this channel is somewhere
between two extremes. On one side, the extreme of
single-benefit engineering that turns its back on com-
munities is over. On the other side, the dream of a fully
‘naturalized’ river is also largely incompatible with con-
temporary Los Angeles; the idea of a “green” river with-
out floods and without displacement is an unfortunate
fallacy. Instead of assigning an extreme, designers must
reimagine what an “urban river” can and should be as
part of an urban public realm. This is not about rejecting
the idea of nature in the city or denying a river a con-
nection to its “natural” past. It is about embracing a new
permutation that supports ecosystems and communities
through strategies that appropriately align with the con-
text at hand. This effort is what recent planning efforts
have sought to do: Overcome “romantic” notions that
are unachievable technically and instead think holistically
about social issues, equity, health, water quality, water
supply, art and culture, education, ecosystems, housing,
homelessness, and flood risk.

4 The Reimagined River
4.1 Data-based Methodology

Given the relationships between the LA River and
the communities along its banks, the LA River Master
Plan reimagination of the river requires innovative strate-
gies for the design process and for implementation that
can support ecological function, address hydrological
and hydraulic realities, and not displace communities

adjacent to the river. The LA River Master Plan relies

@ OLIN began working on the LA River as part of a pro-bono initiative undertaken by River LA, Gehry Partners, OLIN, and Geosyntec in 2014. In 2016, the effort evolved into the LA
River Index, a grant-funded, web-based tool for visualizing data along the 51-mile Los Angeles River. In 2018, Los Angeles County Public Works began to update the 1996 LA River Master

Plan following the data-based methodology that was prototyped during the Index. The LA River Master Plan was adopted in June 2022 and is available online at LARiverMasterPlan.org.
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heavily on a data-based methodology originally piloted
on the LA River Index, which is discussed in the June
2021 Landscape Architectural Frontiers article The Los
Angeles River Reimagined: 51 Miles of Connected
Public Open Space. Pivotal to the LA River Master Plan
process was bringing information into a unified format
across urban and river datasets: “Working from the
river-mile and data system that began with the LA River
Index, the Master Plan team developed a data-based
methodology for decision making that would highlight
community needs. Fundamental to this methodology
was the creation of the LA River Ruler System. Often-
times the complexity of large systems planning be-
comes overwhelming with hundreds of maps, making it
impossible to determine what data to focus on. The LA
River Ruler is a linearized representation of the 51-mile
LA River. The team used Geographic Information Sys-
tem (GIS) mapping and linear referencing to project data
along the ruler. The result is a series of over 200 rulers
that were created from LA River datasets. This method
allows for a truly transdisciplinary process between
Engineering, Landscape Architecture, and Planning, and
visual patterns can be quickly recognized along the river.
For example, it is easy to understand where park needs
and environmental burden overlap, or where flood risk
and housing issues colide”."™

4.2 Multi-benefit Strategies

After the collection of diverse data and the com-
munity engagement process, it was evident that the
needs along the LA River require innovative multi-ben-
efit strategies that balance cultural and natural systems
in light of climate instability, inequitable urban conditions,
and environmental burden. The plan is based on nine
goals that were determined based on research and
community needs: ecosystems, flood risk management,
water supply, water quality, housing affordability, educa-
tion and engagement, park creation, arts and culture,
and access(Fig. 7). As conditions shift over time, it's
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important that the design strategies are adaptable based
on the goals. As noted in the LA Frontiers essay, “One of
the most significant departures of the LA River Master
Plan from traditional master planning is that projects
are not prescriptive. The plan, which is designed as a
framework plan, is intentionally flexible, allowing for un-
known scenarios in the future.”™ The planning process
included an exploration of the hydraulic possibilities
for the river channel and the development of a kit of
parts for potential multi-benefit design alternatives that
are linked to biodiversity profiles for native plants and
endemic wildlife™. These approaches can finally help
link infrastructure and nature, which have been extreme

opposites for decades.

5 Holistic and Multi-Benefit Design

What's next for the LA River? The task for today
i to inspire a more holistic and authentic relationship
between the river and the people along its banks. While
the cities turned their backs to the river for much of
the 20th century and built in its floodplain, perhaps the
future is in realizing that the refationship of the river and
the people can be nurtured, simultaneously strengthen-
ing the urban fabric through public space connectivity
and the wellbeing of human and natural communities
along the LA River regardless of whether the river “looks”
natural or engineered (Fig. 8). Overcoming our tendency
foward the extremes will require an understanding that
infrastructure includes social and cultural systems, as
well as ecological systems. The world often defines
infrastructure too narrowly as streets, dams, channels,
and similar features, which limits the potential ways that
multi-benefit thinking can emerge and allow a richer un-
derstanding of the complexity of our social and ecolog-
ical systems. Similarly, we often define nature too nar-
rowly in terms of what it looks like, whereas most wildlife
and plants are defined by how ecosystems function.
The push to naturalize the river, while not quite hinging
on a single-benefit mentality like the “river-as-flood-

channel” strategy that led to channelization in the first
place, is still, in many ways, myopic. In emphasizing so
resolutely what the LA River in its current state is not (e.g.,
a verdant, flowing river), it overlooks the many things
that the river has become for the diverse communities
of Los Angeles, such as a recreational corridor, artistic
canvas, cultural gathering space, film set, and so much
more. In other words, the river and its corridor came into
its current state by less than ideal circumstances, but in
no way is it a ‘dead’ landscape.

Complexity exists between urban development,
ecology, and infrastructure. Landscape architects can
aceept this challenge to design a better urban relation-
ship between our ecological and social systems and
rethink paradigms of our understanding of the integra-
tion of cultural and natural systems in our urban areas.
The LA River offers this opportunity on a grand scale
of public space, with nearly one million people within
1 mile of its channel and over four million people in its
relatively small watershed®. While many have suggest-
ed a planned retreat from the river's edge that would
displace large populations of low-income and primarily
neighborhoods of color, this is unlikely in any near-
term timescale unless there is a large disaster. Barring
climate or seismic catastrophe, the LA River is likely to
be a centerpiece for everincreasing density and urban
connections for generations to come. While the endless
debate between infrastructure and nature goes on, gen-
erations of children grow up without parks, with poor air
quality, without space 1o exercise, and without ecological
function in the neighbornood!"®. It's time to accept com-
plexity and be creative as designers, recognizing that the

LA River and the City can co-exist, just as nature and

infrastructure can co-exist. (%Y



