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PROJECT DATA 

Project Name: Community Li ving Room Project Location: 5'11 St. Living Room: 5'11 st. at Bixel St. 

Owner: na 

Project Use( s): community gather places 

Clinica Romero: 3 18 Alvarado St. 
Boyle Heights: 349 Fickett St. . 3 19 Mott St.. 26 19 E. Michigan Ave. 

outh LA: 622 E. 29'h St. 
Venice: 609 Cali fornia Ave .. 500 and 519 Indiana Ave. 
Pacoima: Haddon Ave. at Del Sur St. 

Proj ect Size: varies by site from 120-2000 square feet. median ~ ite is 500 sq uare feet. Total De1•elopment Cost: $45,000 

Annual Operating Budget (if appropriate): na 

Date Initiated: March . 2005 Percent Completed by December I, 2006: I 00/ff completed July I. 
2006. Second phase planned at <,ome locations. 

Project Completion Date (if appropriate): additional living rooms will be built each quaner in 2007 at new sites and improvements 
will be added to existing livi ng rooms. 

Allach, if you wish. a list of relevant project date.\: 

Application submitted by: 

Name: Steve Rasmus en Cancian 
Stephanie Taylor 

Organi:ation: Verde Coalition 

Address: 50 1 S. Bixel Street 

Telephone: (2 13) 202-532 1 

E-mail: staylor@laccnp.org 

Key Participa nt (Attach an additional sheet if needed) 

Organization 

Public Agencies: Office of Mayor Antonio Yillariagosa 

Architect/Designer: SRC Landscape Architecture 

Developer: Verde Coalition 

Community Group.1: Asociac ion de Vecino~ de 
C linica Oscar Romero 

Union de Vecinos 

Other: Los Angeles Conservation Corps 

Title: Member 
Title: Executi ve Commi ttee Member 

City/State/Zip: Lo Angeles. CA 900 17 

Ffu: (2 13) 24 1-0909 

Weekend Contact Number (for notification): (2 13) 2 16-5916 

Key Participant 

Rafael Gor11alez 

Steve Rasmussen Cancian 

Stephanie Taylor 

I vonne nanette Machado 

El i ~:abeth Blaney 

Bruce Saito 

Telcphone/e-maiJ 

(2 13) 922-9768 
rafaei.Gonzalez@lacity.org 

(4 15) 409- 18 14 
canciansteve@ hotmail.com 

(2 13) 202-532 1 
!)taylor@laccnp.org 

(2 13) 353-0770 
na 

(323 ) 908-3454 
eblaney@uniondevecinos.net 

(2 13) 362-9000 
b aito@lacorps.org 
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ABSTRACT 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. 
If possible, answers 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 o the original form. 

Project Name: Community Living Room Project 

Address: 500 block Bixel St. (and five other sites) City/State/ZIP: Los Angeles, CA 90017 

I. Give a brief overview of the project, including major project goals. 

The Community Living Room (CLR) Project is a unique community/government collaboration to create six sidewalk 
or street-side community plazas in neighborhoods across Los Angeles. Each of these plazas creates a much-needed community 
gathering place in a park-poor low income neighborhood. The CLR project transforms sites that were recently empty, trash 
strewn sidewalks into beautiful neighborhood oases where neighbors meet to chat, seniors watch the scene, students do their 
homework ..... and community is nourished. 

These outdoor living rooms represent a new affordable, accessible process of urban place making. Each space was 
created in less than three months for $2-10,000. Residents from the immediate area surrounding each living room participated 
in every step of the project from site selection to design to construction to maintenance. A unique collaboration of grassroots 
community groups, a citywide park coalition and Mayor's Office coordinated the effort. 

The goals of Community Living Room Project are to: 
• Create quality community gathering spaces in the communities in greatest need, specifically in densely populated, low 

income neighborhoods without adequate park space. 
• Make place making accessible to grassroots community groups by lowering the cost and shortening the timeline, so 

that creating a place becomes an activity that builds the organization's momentum and inspires more projects. 
• Enable low income communities facing gentrification to improve their neighborhoods without increasing the threat of 

displacement. 
• Increase municipal support for community based space making by demonsttating it can produce immediate, concrete 

results that benefit the neighborhood and everyone involved. 

2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect 
on the urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches 
to urban issues; design quality.) 

This project merits the Rudy Bruner Award because it transforms unused and misused space into beautiful gathering 
places in a way that resolves two key dilemmas of placemaking for low-income urban communities: the daunting cost and time 
involved and the threat of fueling gentrification. 

CLRs creatively transform unused and misused space into attractive places, as illustrated in the before and after 
images of the 5th St. Living Room. The original proposal was to fence off the 5th St. site and fill it with "thorny" plants. 
Instead, the CLR project transformed it into a beautiful community oasis, where positive use, rather than defensive measures, 
drove away the negative activity and created a safe, attractive place. 

CLR's design amplifies their impact and potential. Because they are created by the neighborhood, they resonate the 
neighborhood's character and are "owned" and cared for by residents. Because they are right on the street, they have broad 
residual benefit bringing "eyes" and security to the whole block, slowing traffic and reaching neighbors who might never visit 
a park, but walk by the living room every day. And, they have huge potential to serve the communities in great need because 
every neighborhood has sidewalks ready to be transformed. 

In Los Angeles increasing open space is a high priority for the Mayor and residents. Many community groups want to 
create a park or plaza, but chose a different campaign because creating a park costs too much, takes too long and involves 
overwhelming city bureaucracy (an experienced affordable housing developer who created a neighborhood park in 5 years, told 
us that building the park was as complicated and demanding, if not more, than developing a housing complex). In contrast, 
CLR's can be conceived, designed and built by residents in less than 3 months for as little a few thousand dollars, making them 
a perfect campaign for a community group and an attractive project to local officials. 

Many of the communities that most need this kind of improvement also face another dilemma: improving their 
historically low-income neighborhood may just fuel the gentrification that is already displacing their neighbors. CLRs resolve 
this dilemma by promoting a vital, multi-cultural street scene-something that attracts current residents, but repels many 
potential gentrifiers. 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. 
If possible, answers 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. 

I. Describe the underlying values of the project. What, if any, significant trade-offs were required to implement the project? 

The underlying values of this project are: 
• All communities deserve access to open space. In Los Angeles, the less money you have the less access you have to 

parks and open space. The four lowest income and most densely populated council districts have the fewest acres of 
parkland-while it could easily be argued they have the greatest need. The CLR project seeks to contribute to 
addressing this imbalance by creating public spaces in the communities in greatest need on the land available-the 
sidewalk and unused street-side strips. 

• Residents should be free to improve the neighborhood without fear of displacement. Low-income renter 
communities surrounding downtown Los Angeles, and many downtowns in general, have the greatest need for open 
space and an improved neighborhood landscape, yet they also are most likely to be facing displacement by 
gentrification. The CLR project seeks to find a way to create a better neighborhood for the same neighbors. 

• Vibrant. multicultural street life is the heart of city. We love the city and to us it is defined by vibrant, multicultural 
street life where you see and meet the full diversity of the city every day. 

• Real community participation at every stage. To us, community participation isn't getting input on proposals, it's 
collectively working through each stage of the development process as group from conception to site selection to 
design to construction. 

The significant tradeoff, or more exactly challenge, of the project was assuring full community participation while meeting 
the time lines set by the Mayor's Day of Service. The Day of Service is a citywide community improvement day. This event 
created the context for the Mayor to support building living rooms across the city, but it also created a single day when all the 
projects were to be completed or launched. The challenge was met by very intense dedicated work by everyone involved, and 
in retrospect the deadline was helpful in forcing open bureaucratic doorways and keeping the process moving quickly at a pace 
that kept community members engaged. 

2. How has the project impacted the local community? Please include relevant information on urban context. 

Each living room has had a significant positive impact on the neighborhood defined in each case by the urban context and 
the goals of the neighborhood group leading the effort. An example, best illustrates the project's impact. 

The s"' St. Living Room is located at the edge of downtown and the 110 Freeway and adjacent to the Central City 
Neighborhood Partners (CCNP) community center. The neighborhood is predominately very low income Latino immigrants 
and impacted by contradictory factors spreading from downtown: homelessness, drug sales and use and gentrification. In this 
context, CCNP wanted to deal with a 420 square foot strip of land next to it's parking lot that had become a haven for trash, 
drug use, drinking and prostitution and thus a hazard to the neighborhood. Their original proposal was to fence the space and 
fill it with thorny plants. The CLR project showed CCNP that for the same money ($9,000), they could create a community 
oasis that would deter the problems by filling the space with positive use by the neighborhood and their clients. 

The project succeeded. The site is no longer used for drug sales, drinking and prostitution. The drinkers first moved 
across the street and away as more residents used the space. The site is no longer a dumping ground and there is remarkably 
little trash for a site that is used by many lunching workers and students. Homeless people still use the site to stop for a rest
and are welcome-but are regularly observed cleaning up after themselves and moving on recognizing that it is a space to be 
cared for and shared. The site is now regularly full of residents and CCNP's clients. Workers gather there at lunch, students 
after class, teen lovers in the evening-it's a what a urban space should be. Beyond its borders, the living room has lowered 
crime on street and increased the neighborhood's sense of security. 

Each living room was similarly successful in fulfilling it's goals. The Clinica Romero Living Room brought the spirit of a 
Clinica Romero community center out onto the sidewalk creating a highly used Sala Publica. The Boyle Heights Living Room 
brought people and attention to a dangerous corner helping to slow traffic and fuel community efforts to get a stop light. The 
Pacoima Living Room gave teens a chance to create their own positive hangout and demonstrate their abilities to their 
community. 

While the impact of the living rooms as positive places is visible every day, their impact on gentrification will take 
time to gauge and will likely only be measurable if a critical mass of living room are built over time as we plan to do. 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION (CONT'D) 

3. Describe the key elements of the development process, including community participation where appropriate. 

The CLR development process is a collaboration between community residents, the Verde Coalition and the Mayor's Office 
defined by maximum resident participation at every stage: 

• First, we searched our targeted low-income, park poor communities for interested community partners who had 
organized bases of members ready to participate in each stage of living room process. If residents were truly going to 
lead the effort, they needed to already have an organization and their own leadership. 

• We then initiated a participatory design process that included three or four meetings: 
I) An introduction session leading to a discussion of the merits of building a living room and a decision on 

whether to proceed. 
2) A site selection session where we reviewed what makes a good site, toured of the neighborhood identifying 

sites and the collectively chose the top site or sites. 
3) A design session where we examined a wide array of examples, worked in small groups to create alternative 

designs and then together distilled the key elements. 
4) A final session to review the draft design based on the workshop and plan construction. 

• The Mayor's Office and the Verde coalition collaborated to secure the permits for the projects. The Mayor's Office 
opened the doors, so the Bureau of Engineering would consider these unprecedented projects. The Verde Coalition 
assured our members, partners and designers stayed flexible working under the mantra "don't tell us why we can't, 
tell us what we need to change, so we can." 

• Residents and the Los Angeles Conservation Corps then worked together to build the projects. The division of labor 
differed with each project. In Pacoima, the Youth Speak members did everything except pour concrete and set 
bollards. In Boyle Heights, LACC took the lead on building and installing the furniture with the help of a few skilled 
residents and the whole neighborhood carne out to paint and plant. 

• In each case, installation was capped by celebration, sometimes a simple toast in other cases a full carne asada street
side barbeque. 

4. Describe the financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable. 

The project was "funded" by four sources: 
• Central City Neighborhood Partners provided $9000 to fund the pilot project, the 5" St. Living Room. 
• The Mayor's Office provided $45,000 from Department of Water and Power community set-asides and Community 

Development Block Grant funds to build the next 5 living rooms. 
• The Verde Coalition member groups, our community partners, and the Mayor's Office donated staff time. 
• Community residents donated time. 

The costs vary site-to-site from: $3000-15,000 depending on the detail and complexity of the project Square foot costs vary 
depending on the nature of the site. At the 5" St. Living Room, where the entire site was improved, the cost was $23/sf, 
whereas at the Clinic Romero Living Room built right on the sidewalk the cost was $12.5/sf. 

5. Is the project unique and/or does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings? 

The project uniquely addresses significant urban issues by resolving two key dilemmas of placemaking for low-income 
urban communities: the daunting cost and time involved and the threat of fueling gentrification. Community groups often 
discuss creating a new park or plaza, but chose a different campaign because creating a space will cost too much, take too long 
and involve too much technical work that excludes members. CLRs can be conceived, designed and built by residents in less 
than 3 months for $2-10,000. Many of the communities that most need this kind of improvement also face another dilemma: 
improving their historically low-income neighborhood may just fuel the gentrification that is already displacing their 
neighbors. CLRs resolve this dilemma by promoting a vital, multi-cultural street scene-something that attracts current 
residents, but repels many potential gentrifiers. 

This project also creatively addresses the need for open space and safe, community streets in the inner city. CLRs take 
advantage of possibly the only available, free land in the most park-poor neighborhoods-the sidewalk, the parkway and 
unused street-side strips. And, by focusing on visible street frontage, CLRs nurtnre positive activity on street where it has 
maximum residual benefit in increasing security, slowing traffic and building community. 

This project is widely adaptable and applicable. Every city has hundreds of sidewalk and street side sites. The budget and 
timeframe are within the reach of thousands of community groups. The accessible, participatory process inherently adapts the 
broad concept to the particular urban conditions and goals of each group of participants. 



ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE 
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ncept of this project, including urban design con~iderat ions, choice of materiab, calc, etc. 

The design concept of thi s project is that by furnishing the sidewalk like a li ving room-with an en. emble of 
seating and tables-you can create community gathering places where they are mo t needed and most effective-in 
the mid t of dense, pedestrian inner city neighborhood . The de ign goal of thi project i to make placing making 
accessible to all communi ty organizations by developing a panicipatory de ign and con truction proce . . that 
creates living rooms that are highly used. beautiful, very inexpen ive, and durable. Several design con~ideration 

are critical to fu lfi lling this vi ion: 
• High visibility, High Traffic Locations with a Good View: This combination make the . ite feel secure 

and interesting, which allract users, which in tum make the si te that much more ecure and interesting. 
• Defining Rooms: the furn iture is designed and located to define multiple edge , converting a strip of 

sidewalk into a room. If you place a bench on both curb and bui lding edge~ facing each other you can 
transform the sidewalk into a plaza. To reinforce this effect, the furn iture is designed to form a variety of 
seat wall that create space that is comfortable to occupy, whereas simple benche. might leave people 
feeling expo ed. 

• Personal Scale: within each li ving room there arc multiple space where two people can face each other 
and define their own intimate space even a the city swirl arou nd them. 

• Non-Defensive Security: selecting high traffi c, high vi ibi lity site and carefully de igning the furniture 
keep the li ving rooms secure without re orting to defen ive measure like fencing or armrests to prevent 
leeping. 

• Accessible. Durable Wood: Redwood and Ipe coated to resist graffi ti provide durable, affordable, 
beautiful materi als that are easy to work, making construction as well as design a participatory proces . 

• Loca ll y Defined Character: for . ucce , all the above must be applied by local re ident in a manner that 
re. onate with local character. Local re idents defined their living rooms by choo ing the site , deciding 
the form and arrangement of furni ture and selecting the plants. 

2. Descri be the mo t imponant social and programmatic function of the de. ign. 

Community Li ving Rooms arc exactl y that- public outdoor rooms where a community can gather, 
socialize and relax day-to-day as we all do in our own li ving room . The e pace are crit ical to the health of a 
neighborhood and a city on many level . They provide a . afe. comfonable place where neighbor can meet to chat, 
student. can hang after chool and senior can watch the . cene. They bring people and eyes to the treet deterring 
crime, slowing traffic and creating a safer neighborhood. And, they create a commons, a place where the diversity 
of the neighborhood comes together creating communi ty. 

lmponantly, CLRs enable residents of low-income neighborhoods threaten by gentrification to enjoy these 
benefit without increa<;ing the likelihood they will be displaced. The e re idem u ual ly face the dilemma that if 
they improve their neighborhood landscape they will improve their community' . "curb appeal'' and the likelihood 
they will be di splaced. CLR resolve thi dilemma by promoting a vi tal, multi-cultural ~treet scene- omething that 
allract current residents, but repel many potenti al gentri liers. 



I 

\~ 

ARCHITECT OR DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE (CONT'D) 

3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade-offs or compromises required to 
complete the project. 

The key design challenges of this project revolve around creating durable, safe, comfortable, beautiful 
places on the sidewalk or street edge using only inexpensive materials and accessible construction methods. 
Durability in street furniture is usually achieved with metal and concrete-materials that where outside our budget 
and would exclude participation. To resolve this dilemma, we street tested many different wooden designs and 
found that a wooden seat wall form stood up to all the pounding that came with the street. The basic unit is a box 
built of redwood 2 x 6, which is extremely durable and adaptable. We coat it with polyurethane, which allows us to 
remove graffiti with solvent or sandpaper and refinish the wood without leading to the tell-tale patchiness. In some 
cases youth carved their names in the redwood, so we collected a variety of woods and plastic woods and 
performed a test, asking youth to try to carve them. One material, Ipe-a sustainably harvested Brazilian 
hardwood I 0 times harder than redwood-stood up to this "youth-testing," so we now use it for the tops of the 
benches and tables when conditions call for it. 

The seat wall form is also critical to making the living rooms comfortable and safe feeling. While any 
ensemble of standard benches is a good thing, sitting alone on the sidewalk they feel vulnerable and out of scale 
with their urban surrounding. Two or three seat wall benches provide solid edges which create a room that is 
comfortable to occupy. Where regulation prevented us from furnishing multiple sides of the sidewalk, we designed 
"L" shaped table benches that create two edges. The seat wall form also has the benefit of eliminating any space 
underneath the furniture, which would otherwise collect trash or, in some case, become a place to stash contraband. 

While creating durable, comfortable, safe living rooms, we also want them to be beautiful, to be something 
community members could take pride in. Iu the context of the inner city street, clear finished wood and pockets of 
flowering plants have a remarkable impact. We expected residents to want to paint the furniture in a variety of 
styles, but when given the choice almost universally they choose a clear finish and commented that it brought a 
sense of quality and nature to the street. While we've intentionally kept the planters small to minimize 
maintenance, residents have enthusiastically embraced choosing and caring for the plants, which stand out as 
symbols on the street. 

4. Describe the ways in which the project relates to its urban context. 

Community Living Rooms resonate with the pedestrian spirit and particular character of each 
neighborhood. While Los Angeles is a car dominated city, the low-income neighborhoods we work with are all 
pedestrian, "transit dependent" neighborhoods with a vital street life. Iu many ways, living rooms are a response to 
the fact that in these neighborhoods the built urban context of Los Angeles does not match the human urban 
context. Building living rooms throughout these neighborhoods would create a context that resonates with the 
daily life of the residents. 

The participatory design and construction process also maximizes the resonance of each project with the 
residents who created it. This takes many forms. Iu Venice, the residents were members of a diverse tenant 
association representing 15 buildings-so they created three distinct sites directed at different groups-seniors, 
youth and association members. Iu Pacoima, the youth chose a Japanese garden aesthetic, not because it was their 
personal culture, but because they appreciated its beauty and wanted to create their own special space visually 
distinct from the neighborhood. Iu Boyle Heights, a deeply rooted Mexican-American neighborhood, residents 
resonated with Aztec and Mayan architecture and created pyramidal benches and planters. Iu all cases residents 
participated in every stage of creating their living room, which in the end creates the strong relation to the 
neighbors and their neighborhood. 



COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE 
Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If 
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Title: Member 
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Signature w~r1-~~ ~~ 
1. How did you, or the organization you represent, become involved in this project? What role did you play? 

My group the Asocicacion de Vecinos de Clinica Oscar Romero wants to help make our neighborhood 
better. We think it is important for residents to participate with city government in improving our 
neighborhood, so we participated in assessing the bus stops. We wondered what we could do to make 
them better. We gave presentations and talked to city staff, but we didn ' t get any good answers. The 
idea for a community living room came after l went to a conference and found out about a city grant for 
communi ty beautification projects. In searching for a neighborhood improvement project that we could 
do for no more than $ 10,000 and in le s than l year, I found out that we could create a community living 
room that could improve a bus stop and provide a positive place for peop le to gather. 

I initiated the project and asked the association to invite Steve Cancian to do a presentation to see if the 
group wa interested. The group was very enthu iastic about the project and immediately identified 
several possible sites. First we di cu sed what make a good site and then we toured the neighborhood 
and selected 17 possibilities. ext we researched and ranked them and then voted for our top choice. 
Later we participated in a design workshop were we looked at many examples and then broke into small 
groups and created 4 plans that we then brought together into our final plan. After we had our final plans, 
I recruited volun teers for the bui ld ing days and now I make sure the group is helping with the 
maintenance. Even though our grant was not fu nded, we are happy that we got to complete our project 
with fu nding from the Mayor's Office and with di ver e members of our community. 

2. From the community's point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project? 
The most common concern wa that if we put benche in front of our community center, we would 

have a problem with strangers drinking in front of our center. We live in a crowded neighborhood with 
lot of apartment buildings and lots of bus riders so we were also concerned about the trash and whether 
we could keep the space clean. The director of the center raised this concern as well. We convinced him 
that we should give it a try and that we would help keep our space clean and the plants watered. 

We found that people using the space are local people and neighbors who are starting to talk to each 
other. It is increasing the opportunity for people to get to know each other, and the local workers who eat 
thei r lunch there. We even got to know the next door store owners who volunteered to water the plants. 
Our concern about drinking has not been a problem. We are surprised that while our space does get ome 
litter, the clean up is manageable. Graffiti is not too much of a problem either, we recently had a 
quarterly clean up day and got rid of the graffit i. 

3. What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of the project? How did your organization 
participate in making them? 

Originally we wanted to create a mini-plaza (placita) at a large traffic triangle that would have been a 
perfect for a placita. After we asked the council office about the site, we were told that another 
organization wanted to place a statue there. We got the group back together and elected a site close to 
"home" and one that was in a central location, and that wa visible enough to encourage other people and 
groups to get involved to initiate their own community living room. 



COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE (CONT'D) 
4. Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? If so, how? 

It has made our community better because it gives a different impression of the neighborhood. Most 
people, especially people from the outside, have negative images of our neighborhood- they think of 
gangs, drugs and violence. Our community living room provides space for people to sit and talk to each 
other and to show people doing positive things, leaving a positive image of our community. We 
especially like that the space resembles a little bit where we come from (from our home countries- for 
example, Mexico and El Salvador) where talking to people on the street is okay. In this country you don't 
see it as much, except in wealthier neighborhoods where people sit in cafes on the sidewalks. Our space 
is inviting to all people, it's a free place to sit, where people feel free to enjoy sitting outside and no one 
will expect them to consume something to sit there. Our community living room is a positive space that 
enables people to get to know each other, increasing trust within the community. 

In addition, importantly, families and neighbors working together for the community on their own 
volunteer time created a space that is for the community and makes our community better for everyone. 
We created a space for all ages. Many residents live in apartments and don't have a lot of space. So we 
see people helping their children do their homework at the tables, senior citizens have a place to sit, some 
people just like to watch people go by. In addition, the people using the community center taking ESL 
classes and financial education workshops have a place to take a break. People walking by the center 
come in to ask about the services. 

This is an important project for the group because we've been working to improve our neighborhood 
for over I 0 years, and we like that we could accomplish something concrete and that we could involve 
others in making the neighborhood better. We are looking forward to creating more community living 
rooms, and submitted another grant application to create one at a bus stop that is used a lot by students. 
Also, other groups are asking how we built ours, so we encouraged a nearby community center, Casa de 
Amigos, to submit a community beautification grant for a community living room for their center, which 
they did. 

5. Would you change anything about this project or the development process you went through? 
The one thing I would change about this project is the city permitting process. We wanted to put a 

community bulletin board at our site, but we could not get the permit in time. For the future, we would 
also want to do more art on the sidewalk, like painting something fun directly on the sidewalk. Also, the 
process of finding out about the possible project sites and who owns them and who to contact, took some 
time. We identified 17 potential sites and had to determine who to contact. In general if the process of 
creating a living room from start to finish was even faster, it might encourage more community residents 
to get involved. 



COMMUNITY REPRESENTATNE PERSPECTNE 
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This sheet is to be filled out by someone who was involved, or represents an organization that was involved, in helping the project respond 
to neighborhood issues. 

Name Title: Elizabeth Blaney, Director 
Organization :Union de Vecinos Telephone (323) 908-3454 
Address City/State/ZIP 346 S. Gless St., Los Angeles, CA 90033 
Fax (323) 908-3468 E-mail eblaney@uniondevecinos.net 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation pennission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for 
any purpose whatsoever. the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the 
application and all attached materials and to grant these rights and permissions. 

Signature 

1. How did you, or the organization you represent, become involved in this project? What role did you play? 

I heard about the project through a colleague. At Union de V ecinos we organize networks of neighborhood committees 
that develop campaigns around specific issues. Our Network of Neighborhood Committees is currently working on a 
Campaign for a Clean, Safe, and Habitable Boyle Heights. Being a part of the Community Living Project was an exciting 
opportunity for our committees as several of our committees deal with issues of space and how the community uses this 
space. I facilitated meetings between our committees and Steve Cancian, the landscape architect on the project, to 
develop, design, and install our Community Living Room. We conducted three design workshops in which committee 

/ ·, members walked together around the area and identified potential sites. They generated a list of about 10 sites and 

( 

) prioritized it down to 3 sites. In each of the three sites we installed a community Jiving room. The workshops also 
allowed for the committee members to divide into groups where each group designed the community living room and 
presented to the larger group. Components of each groups design were combined to come up with the final product. The 
committee members actually chose the plants and panted the plants. They also installed the Jiving rooms. 

2. From the community's point of view, what were the major issues concerning this project? 

One of our Committees in our Network had been working for the past year to improve the safety at a dangerous 
intersection. Currently a pedestrian crosswalk exists but several pedestrian had been hit and an elderly gentleman actually 
died. Drivers do not respect the crosswalk. This intersection is along a commercial space in that is highly used by 
pedestrians. In an effort to draw attention to the crosswalk and enhance how the community uses the space, our Michigan 
Street Committee designed benches, tables, a community bulletin board, archway, and small fences. The design, location, 
access for community residents, and visibility were important issues for committee members. As the committee wanted to 
draw attention to the intersection, the location on the comer was important as well and the ability to paint the crosswalk 
and install an archway. The committee also wanted to have a space for community residents to get information on events 
and activities organized by Union de Vecinos so a community bulletin board was also important. Since the installation of 
our community living rooms, community residents are constantly seen using the space to rest, sit and talk and we have 
community meetings at the spaces. Through our continuing organizing efforts after building the living rooms, we were 
able to get the city to approve the installation of a stoplight at the intersection 

3. What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of the project? How did your organization participate in 
making them? 

The biggest trade off comes between the Union de Vecinos committees and the city in terms of permits. We installed our 
community living room including benches, plants, tables, and plants. We are adding a second phase and are currently 

' waiting for the permits for painting the street, installing a community bulletin board, and adding a welcome arch. Painting 
, the street is something the city of LA is not accustomed to and getting a permit for this is taking a long time. We do have 

the support of our council member but cutting through the bureaucracy has been difficult. 



COMMUNITY REPRESENTATIVE PERSPECTIVE (CONT'D) 
4. Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? If so, how? 

· This project has significantly enhanced the aesthetics of the neighborhood. The design fits in with the cultnre and our 
other committees would like to replicate it in other parts of Boyle Heights. It has also made a public space more accessible 
to all sectors of the community. Most importantly it succeeded in drawing attention to the crosswalk to identify it as a 
place for pedestrians and that drivers and cars needed to pay more attention. 

5. Would you change anything about this project or the development process you went through? 

I would not change anything regarding the development process we used. It was very engaging and we had 
approximately 30 community members from the specific neighborhood where the community living room is located who 
participated. Most members took a very active role at all levels of planning, design, and implementation. We also were 
very happy that we were able to install 3 community living rooms in the neighborhood. 



PUBLIC AGENCY PERSPECTIVE 

This sheet is to be filled out by staff representative(s) of public agency(ies) who were directly involved in the financing, design review. or public approvals that 
affected this project. 

Name: Rafael Gonzalez 

Organization : Office of Mayor Antonio R. Villaraigosa 
Address 200 N. Spring St., Rm. 303 
Fax (213) 978-0650 

Title: Associate Director Neighborhood and Community 
Services 

Telephone (213) 922-9768 
City/State/ZIP Los Angeles, CA 90012 
E-mail rafael.gonzalez@lacity.org 

The undersigned grants lhe Bruner Foundation pennission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for any purpose whatsoever. 
the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority to submit the application and all attached materials and to grant 
these rights and permissions. 

Signature(h~ #L 
1. What role did your agency play in the development of this project? Describe any requirements made of this 
project by your agency (e.g., zoning, public participation, public benefits, impact statements). 

As the Associate Director Neighborhood and Community Services for Mayor Antonio Villariagosa, I meet 
with several community groups every day to discuss their proposals. When the Verde Coalition brought me the 
idea of creating community living rooms, I immediately recognized it had extraordinary potential to serve the city 
neighborhoods and help fulfill the Mayor's pledge to transform Los Angeles into a 21st Centory Green City. 

I identified the Mayor's Day of Service as a great opportonity to build living rooms across the city. The 
Day of Service is a citywide volunteer mobilization to improve and beautify our neighborhoods. In the context of 
the Day of Service, I was able to identify $45,000 of funding to create 5 living rooms. 

Myself and other members of the Mayor's team then facilitated the project getting maximum support from 
-., city departments. Most importantly, we worked directly with the Bureau of Engineering, the Bureau of Street 

'·~ _/ Services and the Department of Public Works Office of Community Beautification to secure permits for the 
projects. This was critical because while in retrospect the project seem like obvious improvements, such projects 
had never been built before in Los Angeles, so securing permits required detailed discussions and close cooperation 
amongst all the parties involved. Setting a precedent for such pedestrian improvements is a significant 
achievement in the "car-dominated" planning cui tore of Los Angeles-and, I hope, the beginning of many more 
similar improvements to come. 

Our two key requirements of the project were assuring the full support and participation of each community 
and spreading the projects throughout the City to equally serve all neighborhoods. 

2. How was this project intended to benefit your city? What trade-offs and compromises were required to 
implement the project? How did your agency participate in making them? 

This project was intended to benefit our city by creating gathering places in our neighborhood most in 
need, engaging residents in improving their neighborhoods and creating safer streets. Our Mayor grew up in Boyle 
Heights one of Los Angeles' most vital neighborhoods and the site of one of the living rooms. Our Office is very 
conscious that bringing the neighborhood out onto the street reduces crime, calms traffic and builds a sense 
community that can lead to broader improvements. We see community living rooms as a particularly cost effective 
strategy to fulfill these goals. 

The key compromise required to implement these projects was finding a way to create the living rooms 
within the gnidelines that were acceptable to permitting officials. We facilitated this compromise by encouraging 
everyone to be flexible. We encouraged permitting officials not to assume any community built furnitore was 
inherently too much of a liability to permit and we encouraged the Verde Coalition representative to alter their 
designs to meet the Bureau of Engineering requirements. 
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PUBLIC AGENCY PERSPECTIVE (CONT'D) 

3. Describe the project's impact on your city. Please be as specific as possible. 

As a Neighborhood and Community Services representative, I am constantly driving our neighborhoods 
and often pass the living rooms, particularly those in downtown. I remember how the 5th Street site looked before 
the living room and it's amazing to see how it has been improved, positively impacting the entire street. The living 
room has taken a blight on the neighborhood and turned it into much needed safe refuge for residents in densely 
developed and populated neighborhood. I live near the Clinica Romero site and smile when I go by and see 
families stopping at the living room on the way home from shopping and seniors relaxing watching the 
neighborhood go by-the very activity our neighborhood needs to be safer and better for all residents. 

In a city the scale of Los Angeles, these may seem like small changes, but that is how a city is built and 
transformed, block-by-block, and I think living rooms have already made a great contribution and have the 
potential to do much more. I'm currently working with the Verde Coalition to secure additional funding and create 
a permanent Community Living Room program. 

4. Did this project result in new models of public/private partnerships? Are there aspects of this project that would 
be instructive to agencies like yours in other cities? 

Yes, this project is new model of public/private partnership to create community gathering places quickly 
and inexpensively using the combined abilities of community non-profits and the elected officials. We were able to 
provide funding and facilitate the permitting of the projects. The Verde Coalition, the Los Angeles Conservation 
Corps and their local partners were able to build community support, engage residents and quickly and 
inexpensively build the projects. Alone neither of us could have implemented the project, but together we showed 
five neighborhoods could be improved in less time and for less money than it usually takes a city to just study a 
problem. 

"~ -' 5. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 

~j 

The most successful aspects of the project are: 

--creating 5 beautiful community spaces that are used every day. 
--creating those spaces in less than 3 months for $45,000. 
--involving the communities in every step of the site creation process. 
--establishing a model and precedent that can be replicated across the city. 

The least successful aspect of the project is figuring out long term maintenance and trash pickup. So far, 
each community group has taken the lead on maintaining their living room with consistently good results. Yet, 
these groups don't have the resources to periodically refurbish the living rooms and it would be most effective to 
have city serviced trash cans, if the resources could be found. Resolving these issues will be part of establishing the 
permanent living room program. 
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1. What role did you or your organization play in the development of this project? Describe the scope of involvement. 
The Verde Coalition (Verde) with Steve Rasmussen Cancian (a Verde Coalition member) brought the 

Community Living Room program to Los Angeles. We erved as the project initiator, secured the 
support of the Mayor's office, which included securing funding. In addition. we set up the program, 
which included selecting the projects, hiring staff and consultant . 

After our first several success with creating a community living room in Los Angeles-, and seeing 
much interest from other groups, the Verde Coalition worked to gain the support of the Mayor's Office to 
sponsor the first group of projects to be sanctioned by the City. Our goal was to gain the City's support 
because we knew: l) we needed city staff support to push the envelope to permit these projects because 
they would include sidewalk amenities beyond the usual bench and trash can; and 2) we needed funding 
to hire project coordination and construction staff, landscape architects, and materials; and 3) we wanted 
to demonstrate success so that we could gain the City's support for a permanent CLR program. 

In addition, we helped recruit community project spon ors by doing pre entations and outreaching to 
our allies and partners. We selected the projects with input from the Mayor's office to make sure the 
projects were dispersed throughout the city and had firm community support. We hired the project staff 
and consultants, which included: a project coordinator, two landscape architects (who are Verde 
members) , and youth-in-training construction crews. The youth construction crews came from the Los 
Angele Conservation Corps, a Verde member. These crews supervised community volunteers involved 
in constructions and did any work the community member weren't able to do themselves. 

2. What trade-offs or compromises were required during the development of the project? 
In order to gain support of the Mayor's office, it was important that the projects' completion or start 

coincide with Mayor's Day of Service scheduled for one Saturday in May. Since we had a firm deadline, 
we reduced the number of proj ects, and one of the projects was changed a little when could not secure 
permits for all of the project's amenities in time for the Day of Service. 

While the community groups sponsoring a project are taking primary responsibility for 
maintenance and upkeep, we think it is important for the City to be responsible for regular trash pick up. 
The Mayor's office indicated they would secure trashcans to be emptied by the Street Services 
Department, however, this has not happened yet. We purposely did not purchase our own trash 
receptacles to encourage the City to fulfill its commitment, perhaps in hindsight we may have. 

3. How was the project financed? What, if any, innovative means of financing were used? 
The project was financed from funds from the City of Los Angeles. The City of Los Angeles used a 
combination of Department of Water and Power community funds and Community Development Block 
Grant funds . 



DEVELOPER PERSPECTIVE (CONT'D) 
4. How did the economic impacts of this project on the community compare with or differ from other projects you have 
been involved in? 

Prior to the Community Living Room Program, the Verde Coalition has not served as a developer of 
built projects, however, we initiated and created a unique public/private partnership with the City of Los 
Angeles to create the Los Angeles Neighborhood Land Trust (LANLT). The LANLT has refurbished 
one park and has several in the pipeline. 

In general, the Community Living Rooms are by their nature small projects, similar in scope to a local 
community beautification project. On one level their economic impact can be seen as beautifYing 
blighted sites transforming them into well-used and attractive community spaces. In the context oflow
income urban neighborhoods threatened by gentrification, they have a second economic impact. They 
improve the neighborhood for current residents without encouraging more displacement by nurturing an 
active, multicultural street life-something that attracts current residents, but repels many gentrifiers. We 
believe CLR's greatest impact is as part of a larger strategy to improve a neighborhood for the existing 
residents and other longtime stakeholders, therefore, our goal is to create a permanent City program that 
will be able to facilitate hundreds of CLRs throughout the city. 

5 .. What about this project would be instructive to other developers? 
We believe that Community Living Rooms can be easily replicated by other community organizations 

in Los Angeles with little or no development experience, and with wider exposure, by organizations 
across the state and country. CLR's can be easily implemented with resources widely available in many 
neighborhoods and in many cities- engaged community members, an organizer, community-based 
landscape architects or builders, and with funding as little as a few thousand dollars, or even a couple 
hundred dollars, if all the labor is donated. 

6. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 
The most successful aspects of this project is the community places created by a process that engages 

residents and encourages them to do more. Our model is to recruit community organizations in especially 
park poor communities with a strong connection to community members. Our project community 
partners were successful in engaging residents ofunderserved, low-income and mostly new immigrant 
communities, who do not typically get involved in civic projects. Another excellent aspect is that we 
were able to engage residents in a tangible project that was complete in a relatively brief period of time 
with lasting impact in their community. Their involvement from the beginning to the ongoing 
maintenance ensures community pride and ownership and encourages them to continue on other projects 
and efforts to improve their community. 

The places we've created nurture community. As I walk to the office every day by the 5th St. Living 
Room or drive by other of our living rooms, I see neighbors stopping to chat, families relaxing together, 
seniors taking in the view, students doing homework while waiting to be picked up. I see the day-to-day 
interactions that create community in spaces that used to be empty or worse. 

The least successful aspect of the project, which can be overcome, is that in order for the projects to 
maximize its impact, it is necessary to create many living rooms throughout a neighborhood. In order to 
do so, we need to ensure a consistent and stable source of funding over time. We are addressing this issue 
by working with the Mayor's office to secure ongoing funding and to create a permanent City program. 



OTHER PERSPECTIVE 

Name: Bruce Saito 
Organization: Los Angeles Conservation Corps 
Address: PO Box 15868 

Fax: 213-362-7956 ·-fv-
~~ 

Title. Executive Director 
Telephone: 213-362-9000 
City/State/Zip· LA, CA 90015 
E-Mail. bsa1to@lacorps org 

1. What role did you play in the development of the project? The Los Angeles Conservation 
Corps has partnered with the Verde Coalition and the designer from the mcept1on of the 
project in Los Angeles. We have assisted in the outreach and development of the project 
and provided the youth workforce to assist in the development and construction of the 
majority of Community Living Room sites. 

2. Describe the impact that this project has had on your community. Please be as specific 
as possible. The Community Living Room project(s) have had a significant impact on the 
various communities where the living rooms have been established. The first site at Bixel 
and 51

h was literally transformed from a dump site to a pleasant and liter free place where 
individuals from the community can relax and enjoy in a comfortable and safe setting. 
There has been minimal graffiti and vandalism because community members appreciate 
the new space. 

3. What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of the project? 
Did you participate in making them? I don't think there were any particular trade-offs in 
the development of the project other than some minor c ity ordinance requirements. The 
Los Angeles Conservation Corps did not participate in making any trade-offs, if there 
indeed were any. 

4. What do you consider the most and least successful aspects of this project? The most 
success aspect of the project is the creation of a park/open space; even though the 
space may be less than 1 00 square feet, in the middle of densely populate communities 
The Community Living Room sites are not your typical park spaces but their function is 
very practical and accessible. The least successful component of the project is that we 
haven't been able to build enough spaces fast enough! 






















