Figure 5. Koreatown Study Area

Source: Southern California Association of Governments; study area delineated by Strategic Economics, 2008



HOW DID THEY DO IT?

The City, CRA/LA, the MTA, and local community groups have
all contributed to Koreatown’s revitalization. Strategies include:

e Planning for land-use intensification

e Investing in bus and rail transit

e Reinvesting redevelopment dollars in affordable
housing and community services

¢ Reinforcing a unique identity

e Partnering with private developers to build catalytic
projects

Planning for land-use intensification: The City of Los Angeles
set the stage for rapid development in Koreatown with the 1995
General Plan Framework. The Framework established citywide
categories to guide the local community plans which, in L.A.,
serve as the land use element of the General Plan. The
Framework designated Koreatown as part of a *“Regional
Center,” a “focal point of regional commerce, identity and
activity” characterized by high-density and a major
transportation hub. Although the document left decisions about
specific height and parking restrictions to community plans, the
Framework established a vision that would guide future planning
efforts and development projects. In 1998, the City Council
provided further guidance for communities near transit, adopting
a Mixed-Use Overlay District Ordinance that rewarded
developers building affordable housing and mixed-use
residential near transit with height and density bonuses and
parking reductions.

In 2001, the City followed up on the Framework with two local
plans for the Koreatown area. The Wilshire Community Plan,
adopted in September 2001, serves as the General Plan Land Use
Element for Koreatown and several adjacent neighborhoods.
The Plan designated most of Koreatown (between Olympic and
3" Hoover and Western) as a mixed-use district, meaning that
developers would have access to the incentives provided in the
Mixed-Use Overlay District Ordinance.

The Vermont/Western Transit Oriented District Station
Neighborhood Area Plan (SNAP), adopted at the beginning of
2001, is a specific plan that resulted from a coordinated effort
between the City Planning Department and CRA/LA. The plan
covers the Red Line corridor stretching north and west from the
Wilshire/Vermont station area to Hollywood and Western.
SNAP permits greater heights and densities for mixed-use and
residential projects, and reduces parking requirements by 15
percent for projects built within 1,500 feet of a Red Line station.
The specific plan further reduces the cost of building transit-
oriented, mixed-use development by eliminating the requirement
that developers provide additional parking when they change the

Figure 6: The Mercury

Source: Strategic Economics, 2008

The 22-story Mercury was one of Koreatown's
first luxury condominium projects. The
building was originally built in 1963 as the
headquarters of the Getty Oil Company, and
represents the apex of modern architectural
design. The building now includes
approximately 240 condos, 23,000 square
feet of retail, and a rooftop pool and fitness
center.

“One of the things that makes

this community unique is that

it’s a mixture of everything Los
Angeles is trying to accomplish,
a mixture of luxury, workforce
and affordable housing, retail

and office. Residents can live,

work, and play within close
proximity.”

-- Christopher Pak, architect and
managing partner of Solair Wilshire
condo project



“The community has been
mostly happy to see the new
development. The traffic is
quite manageable compared

to the rest of west Los
Angeles, because of

Koreatown’s proximity to

jobs.

- Kee Whan Ha, President of
Koreatown Neighborhood Council

use of a building. This policy has facilitated the adaptive reuse
of old office buildings as condos, a strategy that has played an
important role in Koreatown’s revitalization (Figure 6).

Investing in bus and rail transit: The Los Angeles County
Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) opened three Red
Line subway stops in Koreatown in 1996 (two of which became
part of the Purple Line in 2006). A few years later, in 2000,
MTA implemented a demonstration bus rapid transit program on
Wilshire Boulevard and one other trial corridor, increasing
frequency of service and giving buses traffic signal priority. The
demonstration project was highly successful. On the Wilshire
corridor, operating speed increased by 29 percent and ridership
increased by 42 percent, with one-third of the ridership increase
coming from passengers who had never previously taken
transit.’® Over the following years, MTA expanded the rapid bus
program. By December 2007, rapid buses were operating on
Wilshire, Olympic, Vermont, Western, and dozens of other
major throughways."*

This infusion of transit has been a crucial component of
Koreatown’s successful revitalization. The Red and Purple Lines
and the rapid bus lines have linked the neighborhood with
downtown L.A. and Hollywood, helped reduce congestion along
Wilshire, and attracted investors who saw a demand for
residential units with convenient access to major employment
centers. Developers are constructing numerous transit-oriented
condominium and apartment projects with ground floor retail.
The Mercury (Figure 6) was one of the first such projects to be
completed. Other projects range from the Gardens at Wilshire, a
6-story, 158-unit apartment building with 7,500 square feet of
retail that will open in spring 2008, to the 3670 Wilshire, a 40-
story, 378-unit luxury condominium complex proposed by the
South Korean developer ShinYoung.

Reinvesting redevelopment dollars in affordable housing and
community services:  Koreatown’s development boom has
fueled a rapid increase in the CRA/LA’s tax-increment revenues
for the Wilshire Center/Koreatown Redevelopment Project Area.
As a result of this rapid revenue growth, CRA/LA budgeted $46
million for the project area in the 2007-08 fiscal year, almost 7
percent of the Agency’s overall budget. Community members,
particularly low-income residents and small businesses, are
seeing the benefits. Among other initiatives, CRA/LA is
currently building or rehabilitating over 200 affordable and
senior housing units, supporting local businesses, funding open
space improvements and community services, and conducting
studies of traffic conditions and other local issues.

' Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transportation Authority, “Final
Report: Los Angeles Metro Rapid Demonstration Program,” 2002.

" http://www.metro.net/projects_programs/rapid/rapid.htm



The Agency is partnering with private businesses and
community organizations on several of these projects.” For
example, CRA/LA is partially funding the Korean Resource
Center’s senior apartment project, which will create 100 units of
affordable housing just to the west of the case study area, on
Crenshaw. The Korean American Chamber of Commerce is
spearheading an effort to establish a business improvement
district (BID) along Olympic Boulevard that will provide
funding for streetscape improvements; the Agency contributed
$4 million towards the streetscape improvements, as well as
$25,000 to help set up the BID. The Agency has also provided
funding to the Korean Federation to build and operate the
Koreatown Senior Center, and to the Koreatown Youth and
Community Center to plant and maintain street trees.

In addition providing much-needed services, these programs are
helping the City address Koreatown’s crime rate, one of the
community’s major concerns. For example, the streetscape
improvements will improve safety by providing additional
lighting, and the KYCC runs a graffiti removal program and
provides mentoring and intervention services for youth at-risk of
delinquency.

Reinforcing  Koreatown’s unique identity: Much of
Koreatown’s success in attracting new development and business
activity rests on its unique cultural identity. The neighborhood
supports numerous Korean restaurants and retailers selling
everything from ethnic groceries to music, clothes and
stationary, as well as a number of social service and cultural
organizations like the Korean American Museum and Korean
Cultural Center. Yet while Koreatown is primarily known as the
cultural hub for the region’s Korean American community, the
neighborhood is extremely diverse and is now home to more
Hispanics than Koreans. Many Korean businesses employ
mostly Latino workforces, and Korean grocery stores and
restaurants are beginning to cater to Latino customers.® At the
same time, the neighborhood is becoming known for its
Mexican, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, and Filipino
restaurants and entertainment.

Community members, civic organizations and the City are
working hard to maintain and reinforce the neighborhood’s
cultural identity in the face of the building boom. So far, most of
this effort seems to be concentrated on preserving the traditional

' Interview with Michelle Banks-Ordone, Redevelopment Agency Project
Manager, Strategic Economics, January 18, 2008; CRA/LA Wilshire
Center/Koreatown Redevelopment Project Area, 4" Quarfer Report,

2007.

" Yi, Daniel, “The Immigration Debate: Koreatown Immigrants Blending
In,” Los Angeles Times, May 6, 2006.

KOREATOWN YOUTH AND
COMMUNITY CENTER

The Koreatown Youth and Community Center
(KYCC) is one of the many community
organizations that support the neighborhood’s
families and small businesses. KYCC offers
childcare, youth tutoring and mentoring, and
technical assistance for small businesses. The
organization also provides several environmental
services, such as planting trees, removing graffiti,
and installing free water conservation devices.

KYCC's history reflects Koreatown’s changing

demographics. The organization was founded in
1975 as the Korean Youth Center. Following the
1992 riots, the Center changed its name twice —
first to Korean Youth and Community Center and
then to the Koreatown Youth and Community
Center - in order to recognize both the

organization’s expanding mission and
Koreatown's increasing ethnic diversity. By 2007,
65 percent of the 80-member staff was non-
Korean, and a maijority of the families served by
the KYCC were Latino.

Sources: K. Connie Kang, “Koreatown after-school
center serves a diverse clientele,” Los Angeles Times,
December 20, 2007; http://www.kyccla.org/.
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INTERNATIONAL INVESTMENT

Much of Koreatown’s new growth is credited
to South Korean investment, which has flowed
in the the community since the country lifted
its foreign investment cap in May 2006.
Together with the strength of the won against
other currencies, the increased investment
cap was expected to drive nearly $4 billion
worth of overseas home sales worldwide in
2007, much of it in LA because of the city’s
large Korean population.  Developers are
also attracting Korean investment by building
high-density condominiums and shopping and
entertainment complexes, in the style of major
South Korean cities. Korean developers are
planning at least one condominium project,
the 3670 W.ilshire, and sales offices of
current projects have reported selling dozens
of units to Korean investors. International
investment may also help the neighborhood
withstand the current decline in the U.S.
housing market.

Sources: Adelman, Jacob, “los Angeles drawing
real estate investors from Korea after lifting of
overseas cap,” International Herald Tribune,
Janvary 8, 2007; lee, Booyeon, “L.A.’s Seoul
Takes Flight,” Los Angeles Business Journal, April

Korean aspect of the neighborhood. For example, in 2005, the
Los Angeles Neighborhood Initiative, the Korean Chamber of
Commerce, the CRA/LA and the City of Los Angeles opened the
Koreatown Pavilion, a landmark on Olympic Boulevard
designed to serve as a gateway into Koreatown. The Pavilion
will soon be linked to the Korean Resource Center’s Senior
Apartments by a ma’dong, a Korean term for front yard or
courtyard, that will create a new focal point for the community.**

Meanwhile, Koreatown’s businesses and developers are
importing South Korean trends and business models, hoping to
continue attracting the Korean American professionals and the
South Korean immigrants and investors (see text box) who have
driven so much of the neighborhood’s growth. The Wilshire
Aroma Center, for instance, is one of several new, high-end
health and entertainment centers modeled after South Korean
“well-being centers.” Built in 2001, the Aroma Center includes
an indoor golf course, restaurants, shopping, a spa, and a bank."
Several entrepreneurs have recently opened themed coffee shops
in the neighborhood, another South Korean trend. Café Jack, a
coffee house shaped and decorated like the Titanic, and Coffee
House Heyri, modeled after a Buddhist temple, are fast
becoming meeting places for business people and friends.'® The
City is supporting businesses’ efforts to reinforce the
neighborhood’s South Korean influences; for example, the
Planning Department is reexamining its approach to signs and
billboards, which are a very prominent feature of South Korean
urban environments.*’

Partnering with private developers to develop key opportunity
sites: The CRA/LA and MTA have each invested millions of
dollars in joint development projects that will anchor new
centers of activity. The Redevelopment Agency invested $10
million in the recently opened Wilshire/VVermont Station
apartment complex (Figure 7), which includes 90 affordable
units and a public middle school. The apartment complex
occupies the northeastern corner of the Wilshire and Vermont
intersection, and the Agency is working with the Korean
Consulate to build a Korean Trade and Cultural Center on the
northwestern corner. These projects will create a base of activity
around the Wilshire/VVermont subway station.

' Interview with Michelle Banks-Ordone, Redevelopment Agency Project
Manager, Strategic Economics, January 18, 2008.

" Del Barco, Mandelit, “Koreatown a Bustling Part of L.A.,” Morning
Edition, National Public Radio, August 13, 2004.

'* Song, Jason, “Java perks up Koreatown,” Los Angeles Times, February

14, 2008.

" Interview with Michelle Banks-Ordone, Redevelopment Agency Project
Manager, Strategic Economics, January 18, 2008.
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Meanwhile, the MTA recently granted a ground lease to Koar
Wilshire Western to build the Solair Wilshire, a 22-story housing
and retail building on the Wilshire/Western subway station,
across the street from the Mercury. Together with the Ma’Dong
Courtyard, a new shopping and entertainment complex, and the
Wilten Theater, a newly rehabilitated performing arts center that
dates back to 1929, the Solair Wilshire and Mercury projects will
remake the Wilshire and Western intersection into a local and
regional attraction.

Figure 7: Wilshire/Vermont Station

Source: Strategic Economics, 2008

The Wilshire/Vermont Station, a joint endeavor
between LA’s Redevelopment Agency and Urban
Partners, LLC, includes 450 apartments (20%
affordable), 30,000 square feet of commercial
space, and an 800-student public middle school.
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MEASURING SMART GROWTH:
HOW DOES KOREATOWN
COMPARE?

. . Figure 9. Housing and Transportation Costs as
Figure 8. Housing Costs as a Percent of Income a Percent of Income
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Koreatown has some of the lowest housing and transportation costs in the SCAG region. The neighborhood'’s transit
connectivity is superior, benefitting from high density, excellent land use mix, and a wide range of transit options. Housing
costs are also significantly lower than average, although these costs will probably increase with the rapid new construction

that Koreatown is now experiencing.
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MEASURING SMART GROWTH:
HOW DOES KOREATOWN

COMPARE?

Comparison of Current and Future Housing, Transportation, and Combined Costs

The Red Line subway and bus rapid

transit provide savings throughout
the Wilshire area, and as a result
the district has the 9" lowest
transportation costs in the region.
Koreatown's housing and
fransportation costs, however, are
even lower than the rest of the

Wilshire neighborhood because of

the area’s extremely high density.

Smart Growth Scores

Koreatown Wilshire AnLg(;esles
Neighborhood
County
% Income Spent on Housing 14% 23% 28%
% Income Spent on Transportation 17% 19% 23%
Combined 31% 41% 52%

Other Communities:

Wilshire Neighborhood Housing and Transportation Rank Relative to

Housing Cost: 96" of 338 (near Paramount, Loma Linda, Van Nuys)
Transportation Cost: 9" of 338 (near West Hollywood, Vernon)
H+T: 217 of 338 (near Vernon, East Los Angeles, Needles)

The table to the right shows
some of the smart growth
factors that affect the
affordability of transportation,
as reported above.

Koreatown’s transportation
costs are so much lower than
average because the
neighborhood is highly
walkable and extremely dense,
both in terms of employment
and  households per acre.
These factors allow households
fo own just one car on
average. The average journey
to work is longer in Koreatown
than the rest of the region,
probably because west los
Angeles is fairly congested,
although less so than it would
be without excellent transit
connectivity.

Smart Growth Factors Affecting Transportation Affordability

Average in the
SCAG Region Koreatown How to Read:
Block Size 27 5 Acres 5.8 Acres A smaller block size Prowdes a more
walkable environment
The greater the transit connectivity, the
Transit Connectivity 1,804 20,300 more likely it is re5|dénts \{v||| take
Index transit, developers will build near
transit, etc.

Land Use Mix A grect.ier mix of land uses en.obles local
nd 0.46 0.50 residents to access shopping and
naex services without driving

The closer a community is to jobs, the
Jobs per Square Mile in 57269 163,592 shorter the commutes. Shorter rides can
Nearby Areas also encourage commuters to use
alternative transportation.
More compact development can support
Households per Acre 65 44.2 a wider variety c.>F retail and services,
and make walking to these services
easier
Shorter commutes lead to cost savings
Average J?I_L,j:fy to Work 28.5 Minutes 33.5 Minutes in gas and other fransportation
I expenditures (and reduce emissions)
Car ownership rates can be influenced
Cars per Household 1.7 1.0 by local income levels, and by where
you live
SCAG Composite Score
Koreatown Current Scores
Transit Service: 7.9 of 10
Walkability: 9.3 of 10
Land Use Mix: 7.7 of 10
Overall Neighborhood Rank: 8.3 of 10 14

Source: Fregonese Caithorpe & Associates




LESSONS LEARNED

Appropriate land use regulations can
catalyze significant new investment.
Plans that are responsive to existing market
conditions and provide incentives for developers
to include desired community amenities can help
attract significant private investment. The City
of Los Angeles’s community plans for the
Wilshire area capitalized on Koreatown’s central
location and accessibility, providing incentives
for building affordable housing and allowing
developers to change building uses and construct
tall, high-density buildings near transit with
reduced parking requirements. Developers
responded rapidly, constructing projects that met
the City’s goals for affordable housing, transit
accessibility, and ground-floor retail.

High-frequency, well-planned transit
opens up new possibilities for
intensifying land uses without
increasing congestion.

The Red and Purple subway lines and rapid bus
lines helped trigger new development in
Koreatown because they connected the
neighborhood to key destinations such as
downtown L.A. and Hollywood. Because the
transit lines allow people to get where they need
to go, they reduce congestion and the necessity
for vehicle ownership, allowing the City to
increase density allowances and reduce parking
requirements near Koreatown’s transit stations.
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Planning and development should
acknowledge a place’s ethnic
diversity in order to reinforce its
unique identity.

Los Angles has successfully built on
Koreatown’s unique identity as the center of
L.A.’s Korean community. The new luxury
condominiums, shopping complexes, and
trendy nightclubs are drawing wealthy Korean
American retirees who left the neighborhood
after the 1992 riots, as well as Korean investors
attracted by a style of high-density
development that resembles land use patterns
in South Korea’s cities. The Redevelopment
Agency is continuing to learn from South
Korea and considering how to further replicate
the country’s impressive shopping malls, high-
tech advertising, and other hallmarks.

A critical mass of private investment
can help leverage public funds for
much-needed neighborhood and
community services.

While high-end developments can certainly
contribute to displacement issues, and increase
housing costs and rents, cities may be able to
leverage private investment to provide
neighborhood amenities. Los Angeles’s
Redevelopment Agency has been able to do
just that, using gains in tax-increment revenues
to fund affordable housing, community centers,
parks, and much-needed services.

For more information, contact:

Joseph Carreras

Program Manager,

Housing and Community Planning

Southern California Association of Governments

213-236-1856
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