
PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
~nswers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

How has the project Impacted the local commun1ty? 

South Central Los Angeles is nationally recognized- for crime, poverty, illiteracy, and a host of other social and economic 
ills. The stigma associated with the neighborhood is so powerful that the City recently voted to change its name to "South L.A. ," hoping 
that a name change would motivate a sea change in the attitudes, behaviors, and wrenching downward spiral of its citizenry. 

The L.A. Design Center is a surprise, an understated yet fiercely proud symbol of hope. Its unexpectedness and simultaneous 
approachability and openness literally stops drivers using its fronting Avenue as a thoroughfare to elsewhere. Neighbors wander in to 
examine the life breathed into the formerly derelict warehouses, marveling that one of their own was responsible for the resuscitation . 
Their pride is obvious, their attendance at art openings held in the Center's public gallery and at performances held in the Center's 
flexible event spaces a testament to their acceptance and love of this new environment, their sense of belonging to the space, and of 
the space belonging to them. This pride transcends generational lines: While local adults attend events and young professionals 
spontaneously propose future projects and additional resources, the neighborhood's youths abstain from one of their regular pasttimes 
- vandalism. Most of the other buildings and surfaces surrounding the L.A. Design Center are covered with graffiti ; the Design Center, 
by contrast, remains untagged. Because the L.A. Design Center is so clearly the manifestation of a great respect for the neighborhood 
and its inhabitants, the youths and all others who reside in South L.A. return that respect, and in very tangible ways. 

More specifically: First, by opening the Center in this neighborhood, many jobs have been either preserved or created , and 
any future development will open the door to many hundreds more job opportunities. Second, by creating a forum for a multitude of 
private, public, and community activities to take place at all times, neighborhood safety has been increased. Third , the Design Center 
gives a voice to the under-recognized but crucial furniture industry whose manufacturing bases are located in South L.A. , but who have 
never had an affordable venue in which to showcase their products, thereby increasing revenue for themselves and creating a growing 
tax base for the neighborhood at large. 

2. Descnbe the underlying values of the project What, 1f any, Significant trade-offs were requ1red to Implement the project? 
The values that the L.A. Design Center project have sought to illuminate and sustain are ones that grew out of the Pinedos' 

unselfish vision for this development. Because a desire to give back to the community that helped to shape them as individuals was 
the impetus for the project, and because the Pinedos have always believed that design is a powerful tool in shaping one's environment 
and therefore one's life, the values that underlie the project and that the project's success has nurtured include the following : 

-respect for community ; 
-respect for craftsmanship; 
-neighborhood pride of place; 
-nurturing of the body of creative talent that resides locally but that does not possess a voice; 
-belief in the value of design not only as a source of beauty but as a transformative and empowering tool. 
The trade-offs required to implement the project include the following : 
First, due to the need to make the site safe as a place of work and communal activity, the complete physical openness to the 

surrounding neighborhood that was desired by the Pinedos had to be re-interpreted through skillful design. The challenge, then , was 
to find a way to secure the site while simultaneously allowing it to welcome the community inside. The design achieves this through 
the use of a sliding gate that maintains complete transparency, and the simultaneous use of landscape elements - planting such as 
cactii , for instance- that are both beautiful and vandal-resistant. Both the form of the gate as well as its materiality contribute to its 
successful resolution of this challenge. The gate is composed of a perforated industrial-strength metal, and its halves come together 
much like two hands clasping. During business hours, the gates are left completely open. 

Second, because of the understandable skepticism with which the Pinedos' vision was greeted by the City and other potential 
sources of aid, a "wait and see" attitude resulted by which the Pinedos were essentially asked to prove the success of their first phase, 
in order to assure future assistance in developing their proposed master plan in its entirety. This meant, as outlined on the following 
page, that funding came entirely from the Pinedos and their business. This resulted in several trade-offs: 

-The completed scope of the L.A. Design Center is not as large as originally envisioned , because it was not possible to acquire 
the additional lands that would have made it possible to accomplish more. In addition , ironically because of the Center's success, 
surrounding property prices have risen , so land acquisition for any future development will be more difficult. 

-Again , due to limited resources , some of the construction had to be executed by the Pinedos' own employees, who are not 
trained as construction workers. While this generated positive effects in terms of worker pride and enhanced skills training , the resultant 
time frame required to complete the project was longer than originally anticipated, resulting in cost overruns. 

-There was no provision made - due to inavailability of funds - for advertising and marketing the project. While the Design 
Center has garnered a lot of publicity due to its success in reaching out to the local community, its actual potential is far greater and 
has yet to be tapped. 

-Because of the multitude of pressures put on all involved parties with respect to completing Phase I, there was not the ability 
to take the time to fully examine the needs of the Design Center as an operational facility. Operating costs and staffing needs were 
not considered ; rather, there was a "wing it" philosophy. There were no trained personnel or management consultant the Pinedos could 
turn to. The L.A. Design Center has been run almost entirely by Cisco Brothers employees, with the exception of eight new jobs that 
were created as a result of the project. 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION (CONT'D) 

3. Describe the key elements of the development process. 1ncludmg commumty part1c1pat1on where appropnate. 

The LA Design Center is an owner-driven vision . Scouting real estate, procuring funding , navigating city and state regulations 
and permits, hiring an architect, and leasing the resulting showroom space were accomplished by Cisco and Alba Pinedo. 

Cisco's and Alba's knowledge of the community coupled with a strong faith in their vision, a faith in the power of design to 
transform lives, and their ability to leverage the resources of their own business contacts , enabled the Center to become a realized 
space. 

The political and banking communities were hesitant to participate in the development of Phase I, as the stigmas attached 
to the neighborhood did not invite confidence in the project's potential. The community itself applauded the effort, lined up to work on 
the construction, and evinced great surprise that a "developer" would risk so much and would show such respect to the existing context, 
using design to reveal the warehouses' and the community's history and inner strengths. 

However, as a traditionally powerless constituency, the community was not able to provide financial support or to actually 
affect the course of development of Phase I of the project. 

4. Descnbe the financ1ng of the proJect Please 1nclude all fundmg sources and square foot costs where applicable 

The project was funded entirely with private monies - the owner's personal funds in the form of cash and personally guaranteed 
credit lines, as well as loans secured through existing financial relationships between the owner's core business (the furniture company) 
and the company's bank, Merrill Lynch . Excluding land acquisition , the project cost $1 .5 million . With 80,000 square feet of interior 
facilities and 20,000 square feet of courtyard and external use space, this works out to $15.00 per square foot. 

When Cisco and Alba envisioned a "design center'' and determined to build it, they then looked to their existing business 
(Cisco Brothers) to be the Design Center's first tenant. As the anchor for the LA Design Center, Cisco Brothers both served as a model 
for subsequent tenants and provided the leverage that persuaded Merrill Lynch to alter their traditional investment model and help fund 
the Center's first phase of development. 

5. Is the project un1que and/or does 1t address significant urban 1ssues? Is the model adaptable to other urban sett1ngs? 

An extraordinary vision shaped the LA Design Center and brought it to life. Cisco and Alba Pinedo were motivated by a desire 
to revitalize and give back to the community in which they had come of age. Despite the potential pitfalls of investing in South LA, 
they committed themselves to realizing their vision . That they had to accomplish it with no external financial or labor investment is 
testament to the skepticism and distrust with which outsiders view South LA. 

The Pinedos' unique vision has given rise to a unique development. It is unique in that there is nothing else like it in the entire 
City. It is unique in that it is located in a neighborhood traditionally felt to be beyond salvage. It is unique in that it reveals the underlying 
beauty and strength of existing structures and urban fabric; it does not cover it up or try to change it as many contemporary urban 
redevelopment projects do. It is unique in that, in the middle of one of the world 's most dangerous neighborhoods, it is directly connected 
to the street and carves out an urban courtyard that is used in many different ways. Truly, it is unique in that it succeeds on all of these 
levels, and that it addresses multiple urban issues including revitalization of underutilized fabric; repair of blighted areas; the need for 
open spaces in our cities ; neighborhood identity; street frontage that is porous rather than fortress-like ; community pride; and safety. 
(To clarify the final issue, that of safety, the continual use of the Design Center for activities ranging from art openings to cultural 
performances to meetings between local community activists means that the facility is being used during day and night and on weekends, 
which increases neighborhood safety.) The development also recognizes the fundamental truth that, in order to truly succeed as an 
urban center, a facility must provide certain types of amenities, including but not limited to access to cultural venues, recreational 
spaces, and spaces of gathering and dialogue. 

The project can serve as a powerful model for other urban developments in the following ways: 
First, it can affect change in the traditionally self-protective attitude of those responsible for urban development. The LA 

Design Center development shows that optimism, and a respect for one's surroundings, will be rewarded in turn . 
Second, the project can serve as a model of how existing building stock and urban fabric can be rejuvenated without destroying 

their underlying beauty and strength . 
Third , the LA Design Center shows that openness is a desirable aspect of any urban development, and fosters trust. 
Fourth , it shows that the notion of flexibility can be leveraged into a full utilization of space, thereby increasing revenue (both 

literal and metaphorical) and that urban developments such as the LA Design Center have the potential for creating a valuable - and 
viable - forum for community activism and activity. 


