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The Los Angeles River Reimagined:
51 Miles of Connected Public Open Space
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ABSTRACT
The concrete channel of the Los Angeles (LA) River
is probably one of the most recognizable rivers in the
world. Channelized to manage the risk of flooding as
the Los Angeles region urbanized, the river today is an
architectural and engineering feat in the eyes of some
people but an ecological disaster to others. The river
flows adjacent to 17 cities and among some of the most
environmentally burdened, park poor, and underserved
communities of LA County. With over 2,300 acres of
largely publicly owned land within the river right-of-way, a
reimagined LA River can impact the lives of the one million
people that live within a mile of the river.

The LA River Master Plan, led by Los Angeles County
and scheduled to be completed in fall 2021, proposes
51 miles of connected public open space with multi-
benefit projects supporting nine goals ranging from flood
resilience to housing affordability, to ecological function,
and to arts, education, and culture. The data-based plan
for the next 25 years includes a watershed-wide research
effort to document and understand water quality, water
conservation, and flood risk in relation to environmental
and social issues. The plan includes traditional and
innovative strategies within a “kit of parts,” interventions
that include over 65 components ranging from habitat
bridges to dry arroyo side channels demonstrating
opportunities for enhancing ecosystem services to create
a thriving urban habitat and connected network of parks
along the river.
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1. Over one million people live within ot

one mile of the LA River, and nearly
half of LA County’s residents live
within the river’s watershed.
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2. In several centuries past, runoff from LA County’s nearby
mountain ranges created widely spreading streams and
channels.

3. The LA River features both box-channel sections and
trapezoidal sections and varies significantly in width from
its headwaters in the mountains to its mouth at the coastal
plainin Long Beach.
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4. The capacity of the LA River to convey stormwater varies
based on the channel shape and size and localized
watershed characteristics. Many stretches of the river can
accommodate a 1% (100-year]) storm events. However, there
are some segments for which the amount of stormwater
created by a 2% (50-year) or even 10% (10-year) storm event
may exceed channel capacity, overtopping the river banks
and flooding adjacent lands.

5. Team members from OLIN, Geosyntec, and Gehry Partners
came together for a series of work sessions throughout the
development of the LA River Index, LA River Master Plan,
and other LA River projects.

6. The LA River Index website completed in 2016 brings
together data for LA River across nine categories including
water, environment, and social topics.
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grasses and concrete channel

1 Introduction

Over one million people live within a mile of
the Los Angeles (LA) River, and one-quarter of
the population of the largest state in the United
States—California—live within a one-hour
drive" (Fig. 1). The river is globally recognizable
while locally it is often considered the backyard
of the Los Angeles region. The concrete channel
is iconic, considered by some as an engineering
marvel with countless bridges and architectural
gems lining its course. Since the construction
period of the channel during the early- and mid-
20th century, ecological and social priorities
have shifted, and recent decades have brought
a desire to reimagine the river into a multi-
benefit resource for communities with thriving
urban habitats, vibrant arts, and cultures, and
better water quality while still keeping people
and properties safe from flooding. The river
flows through 17 cities, which hold some of
the most environmentally burdened, park

poor, and underserved communities of Los
Angeles County. With over 2,300 acres of

largely publicly owned land within the river

064

right-of-way, the LA River holds significant
opportunities for water, people, and the
environment. Recognizing this potential,

in 2016 County of Los Angeles Board of
Supervisors voted to update the 96 LA River
Master Plan. The updated plan, scheduled

for completion in 2021, will be the first of its
kind for the river, linking complex water and
social issues while developing strategies for
multi-benefit projects that enhance ecosystem
functions, improve water quality, and celebrate

local culture.

2 Design Challenges of the LA River
Watershed

At just 51 miles, the LA River is short and
steep. It drops nearly 800 feet in elevation
from its headwaters at the west edge of the San
Fernando Valley down to Long Beach, where
it meets the Pacific Ocean. Covering roughly
830 square miles, the watershed includes some
of the most developed and dense areas of the
United States in its flat alluvial plain, as well

as some of the steepest mountains in the upper
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7. This study of the existing channel demonstrates there is
an inverse relationship between vegetation and channel
capacity: when there are plants in the channel, the channel
can convey less water less quickly.

8. Theriverruler is a graphic tool that represents the 51-mile
river as a straight line. It allows for the quick comparison
and overlays of spatial datasets along the river’s length,

a process that helped identify the high-priority needs

for Master Plan opportunity sites. Over 200 river rulers
were created from hundreds of datasets throughout the
development of the Master Plan. Only two rulers are shown
in this figure.

watershed, where the land is primarily national
forest. This combination of conditions led to

a river that historically created wide, outwash
floodplains, and extensive flooded wetlands in
the flatter areas of the watershed as rains rushed
down steep mountain washes. The LA River
would sometimes join with the San Gabriel
River, creating a miles-wide delta condition.
Other times, the LA River would jump its banks,
switching its course to the Pacific between San
Pedro Bay, where it meets the ocean today, and
Santa Monica Bay where it once joined with
Ballona Creek (Fig. 2). Indigenous peoples

lived with this natural system throughout

the watershed for centuries, and endemic
wildlife and plant species flourished in a highly
biodiverse ecosystem.'”

As urban development in the LA River
Watershed increased quickly in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries, the unpredictable
river became increasingly problematic to city
boosters and property owners. After years of
dry weather, urban development inched closer
to the river. People built irrigation channels and

made modest changes to channelize the river.



Then, in some years, the river would reclaim its
wide floodplain, reminding everyone of the full
force of the LA River.

After flooding in the early 20th century,
the State of California formed the Los Angeles
County Flood Control District in 1915.
Further efforts at channelization by the United
States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and
the Flood Control District continued through
the 1930s when a series of floods caused
damages and deaths far exceeding any previous
record keeping. At this point, USACE fully
channelized the LA River over the next two
decades. The importance of Los Angeles to the
national economy and industrial production
had become too great to ignore the river that
threatened rail lines, production processes,
and the link to the growing port. Then the LA
River became what it is today, locked in place
of a single concrete channel with only a few

moments where it resembles a more natural
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semi-arid river (Fig. 3). While the capacity of
the channel varies along its length and is quite
low in some reaches, during a 1% storm event
(often identified as a 100-year event), the reach
at downtown City of Los Angeles is designed
to convey approximately 2,832 cubic meters
of water per second, an astonishing quantity of
water for a mostly dry concrete channel.”!

In addition to the devastating
environmental impact of channelization of the
LA River, the social effects of the infrastructure
took a toll on communities along the river,
particularly in Southeast LA. There, redlining
and other tactics placed racial restrictions on
communities along the river, and industrial
facilities within the river corridor began to
leach environmental toxins into the soils of
many adjacent sites'*. Today, the jurisdictional
complexity of the LA River combined with the
legacy of channelization create unique design

challenges.
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3 A Vision Unimplemented for Public Open
Space

In parallel to the efforts to channelize the
river, protect people and built-up development
from floods, brighter visions for rivers, parks,
and open spaces for the Los Angeles region were
not lacking. In 1930, the Olmsted Brothers and
Harland Barthlomew and Associates created
a plan for Los Angeles that imagined roughly
71,000 acres of parkland with rivers and washes
like the LA River as greenway spines. The plan
states, “Continued prosperity (in Los Angeles
County) will depend on providing needed parks,
because, with the growth of a great metropolis
here, the absence of parks will make living
conditions less and less attractive, less and less
wholesome.... In so far, therefore, as the people
fail to show the understanding, courage, and
organizing ability necessary at this crisis, the

growth of the Region will tend to strangle
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Support healthy, connected ecosystems

Provide equitable, inclusive, and safe parks, open

space, and trails
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Enhance opportunities for equitable access to the

river corridor and culture

BRFEMIHESE. RRMEENS
Foster opportunities for continued community
engagement, development, and education

itself.”"" While it is easy to blame the Great
Depression, a profoundly impactful period of
United States history, or the 1930s flooding
along the river for the failed completion of
the vision, more than anything, a lack of clear
governance hindered this comprehensive plan.
Los Angeles historian William Deverell
wrote that there was one “crucial error” in
the plan. Given the large cost of the plan, the
local Chamber of Commerce did not like the
proposed idea that a new governance structure
would need to be formed, thereby taking

their power'®. This unfortunate situation
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kept the plan from any level of significant
implementation. The lack of implementation
led to severe disparities across LA County in
terms of access to open space. While LA County
has a goal of 4 acres of local parks per 1,000
residents in unincorporated areas and 6 acres of
regional parks per 1,000 residents countywide,"”
some communities have less than one acre per
thousand people'™.

In 1986, environmental activists came
together to demonstrate renewed interests in the
LA River; however, this time, ecological health

and remnant habitat was at the forefront”. In
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9. Corresponding to the nine Master
Plan goals, these analysis maps
explore how a range of needs
and opportunities are distributed
throughout LA County.

10. The LA River Master Plan locates
over 200 planned major projects
and proposed project sites from less
than one acre to over 150 acres in
size.
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Address potential adverse impacts to housing
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1996, the first progressive planning effort for
the LA River was completed by Los Angeles
County. This plan acknowledged the river right-
of-way and adjacent lands as potential places
for smarter water management and recreational
opportunities'”.

In 2007 the City of Los Angeles continued
efforts for planning for the upper 32 miles of the
river!"'!. The plan imagined a riparian ecosystem,
large regional storage to keep flows low enough
in the channel to establish vegetation, and
denser housing development stepped back from

the river corridor to make space for a selectively



widened channel. Since 2007, the city has
made progress on the proposed bikeway
connecting the river as well as some off-
channel parks and one potentially significant
river signature project at a former rail yard'"?.
However, the main tenets of the plan—
riparian restoration, large regional storage,
and the removal of private property—created
significant barriers to full implementation. The
plan noted a fully riparian river would, on
average, need to be five times wider than its
current width. Given this complexity, the plan
offered that large regional storage is needed to
achieve the plan’s designs and supply a total
needed storage capacity!"'. With the level of
development throughout the watershed, the

amount of storage space needed to attenuate

SR | ERLE
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flows is not available in the geographic areas
where it would be needed to manage flows.

The complexity of the planning history of
the LA River, governance, and on-going social
issues of the region combined with the real need
for flood risk management and jurisdictional
intersections create an on-going discussion

around the future of the river.

4 Flood Management Along the LA River

The current LA River flood management
system is designed to move water as quickly as
possible to the ocean during larger rain events
to prevent urban flooding while also retaining
this precious resource for groundwater recharge

during smaller, more frequent events. The

TUREL

concrete of the channel and even the piers of
bridges are designed to reduce friction so water
moves more quickly. Much of the channel can
convey a 1% storm event; however, a number
of sections of the channel are under this
capacity (Fig. 4). Reimagining this dual-purpose
system as a multi-benefit river system requires
understanding how precisely engineered the
river channels are. Small changes or removal
of concrete can significantly increase the

water surface elevation, potentially causing
overtopping moments.

It seems logical to increase infiltration in the
upper watershed to reduce flows in the channel
when the greatest peak flows occur; however,
hydrological studies show that even reducing

watershed impermeability by 50% would

Existing conditions
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only take a few percentage points off of flood
flows in the channel during large storm events.
Even though green infrastructure strategies and
localized stormwater management are critical for
the LA River watershed water quality and water
conservation, they cannot resolve the need to
channel water around urban development during

the biggest storms.

5 The LA River Index and Creating a River—
Mile System

In 2014 and 2015, under the leadership of
a non-profit organization named River LA, a
team of designers at OLIN, Gehry Partners, and
Geosyntec began a pro-bono in-depth research
effort to catalogue datasets for the entire river to
better understand water resources, environmental
and social needs associated with communities
along the LA River (Fig. 5). In 2016, this
research culminated in the development of the
LA River Index, a website devoted to LA River
data partially funded by a grant through two
state conservancies and a local municipality
(Fig. 6).1""!

One key development of the LA River Index
was to create a river—mile system for the LA
River, allowing people for the first time ever to
understand the river in one reference system. The
LA River historically did not have a system that
is common for other major rivers in the United
States as it was never a river used for navigation.
The research completed for the Index and
specifically the river—mile system were critical
steps toward building a regional understanding
of the LA River to prioritize equitable design
for the upper and lower river. The study showed
the inequity between the upper and lower river,
ecological fragmentation, severe lack in access
to open spaces, public health issues related to
pollution, and transportation needs.

Perhaps most strikingly, studies in the Lower
River near river mile 11.8 indicate that even

adding a single patch of grass in the center
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of the channel could reduce the capacity as
much as 5% (Fig. 7). Vegetating only the side
embankments of the channel with trees could
reduce capacity up to 50% ~ 60%"*. The
concrete of the channel is extremely smooth,
so this lack of friction allows water to quickly
flow into the ocean. The studies suggest that
it is unrealistic to entirely remove the existing
channel built a century ago.

However, as mentioned above, a series
of environmental and social problems have
accompanied the channelization of the LA
River. The Index research demonstrated that
the aquifers below the LA River Basin, on a
regional scale, have space in them that could
hold more water if large scale recharge projects
are implemented. To balance flood management
and ecological function as well as social benefit,
designing more park spaces that can hold water
along the channel could store water during
a rainfall allowing water to then be treated
and infiltrated or injected into the aquifer.

The work completed for the LA River Index
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11. The Master Plan’s tools for design
and implementation include a “kit of
parts,” with six design typologies.

12. This is an example project that could
be located at one of the proposed
project sites identified in the LA
River Master Plan. It creates new
connections across the LA River and
the 710 Interstate with a platform
park and a pedestrian bridge.
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website demonstrated that additional space
for water storage is available in the region’s
aquifers, social equity can be improved, and
channel capacity for when it is needed should be

maintained.

6 The LA River Master Plan

In 2016, the Los Angeles County Board
of Supervisors voted to update the 1996 LA
River Master Plan. The 1996 Plan was a
significant milestone for the river as it was
the first time since the Olmsted-Bartholomew
Plan of 1929 that the LA River was imagined
as more than a flood management channel. In
the 21st century, however, the 1996 Plan was
dated due to rapidly changing social, climate,
and economic conditions. Further, with the
advent of more readily available technology, a
wealth of knowledge was now available about
the river and watershed. In 2018, LA County
Public Works Department began work on the
Master Plan with the consultant team led by



Geosyntec, OLIN, and Gehry Partners and
the engagement led by River LA. Prior to this
effort, no plan brought together all 51 miles
of data for the river in a single comprehensive
database for planners and decision makers. This
plan is based on a literature review of over 140
planning documents for the LA River and over
50 global precedent projects ranging from large
multi-jurisdictional infrastructure projects like
the Chicago Tunnel and Reservoir Plan'" or
Boston’s Big Dig''® to urban semi-arid rivers like
the South Platte River Greenway'"”’,

The LA River Master Plan is based on
over 2.5 years of community engagement that
includes thousands of participants across LA
County and reaches nearly one million people
digitally". The plan is a community and data-
based framework for decision making. Those
who hope to find the precise location of each
tree, structure, or trash receptacle along the
51-mile river will never find what they are
searching for within the LA River Master Plan’s
pages. The plan is process-based, recognizing
that the 25-year implementation period for the
plan may bring changing needs of communities
or due to climate change that requires flexibility.
Within the past 18 months alone, the needs for a
flexible plan that can address some complex and
evolving topics such as climate change, housing
crisis, and racial equity has been demonstrated
by the COVID-19 pandemic.

6.1 Data-Based Framework

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.
Oftentimes the complexity of large systems
planning becomes overwhelming with
hundreds of maps, making it impossible to

determine what data to focus on.
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The LA River Ruler is a linearized
representation of the 51-mile LA River (Fig. 8).
The team used Geographic Information System
(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
overlaps, or where flood risk and housing
issues collide.

Based on the data, the LA River Master
Plan Steering Committee, Departments in LA
County, and the design team worked to define
which data were most critical relative to each
goal of the Master Plan. The team developed
nine need maps related to the goals of the
Master Plan to demonstrate where community

needs are highest.

6.2 Goals, Sites, and Design Typologies
Each of the goals of the LA River Master

Plan are interconnected and important to the

success of implementing the plan. Ranging
from water topics such as flood risk reduction
and resilience to social topic such as affordable
housing, the goals of the master plan recognize
that infrastructure plans need to consider a
range of topics to support community needs,
environmental justice, and equity (Fig. 9). LA
County is currently experiencing an affordable
housing crisis, which further exacerbates an on-
going rise in the number of persons experiencing
homelessness. Creating investment for the LA
River could improve community requirements
to mitigate the impact of displacement, so

the communities that river improvements

are intended to serve can afford to remain in
their neighborhood. Creating and preserving
affordable housing and supporting stronger
tenant protections, inclusionary zoning, and
building community equity will be critical for
municipalities along the LA River while open
space improvements are made.

To create physical connections of open
spaces along the river and an equitable cadence
of parks, amenities, and access, the master plan
prioritizes publicly owned land, underutilized

rights-of-way, and the river channel itself.
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Fortunately, over 86% of the river right-of-
way is within public ownership®. The resulting
network of potential sites includes projects
from previous planning efforts, proposed
improvements in existing access points, and new
extra-small, small, medium, large, and extra-
large sites that fill gaps in the cadence of river
parks, access, and improvements (Fig. 10). This
approach is critical to ensuring one section of
the river is not left out of investments. Linking
trails along the river is critical to the overall
vision, which is to create 51 miles of connected
public open space seamlessly interwoven into
the daily lives of LA County residents.

The Master Plan recognizes that creating a
51-mile fully riparian ecosystem that needs to
be 3 ~ 7 times wider than the current channel
is not realistic in the highly urbanized context
of LA County without significant displacement
of private property owners on the scale of
20,000 ~ 100,000 people and numerous other
critical infrastructure. Given this, the master
plan proposes six design typologies within a
“kit of parts” that are feasible design ideas in

sections of the LA River, depending on location

(1) “LARiver Right-of-Way" dataset was created as part of the
LA River Master Plan project based on “Los Angeles County
Flood Control District Right-of-Way Parcels” dataset,

available on the LA County GIS Data Portal.
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and need (Fig. 11). No single design solution
works everywhere given the different channel
conditions along the river and the diverse
communities along its banks. Within the
typologies there are 65 components that can
meet needs along the river and support various
biodiversity and ecosystem function goals.
Increasing native habitats, buffering fragile
ecosystems, and removing invasive plants

are critical to supporting a robust, connected
ecosystem in the LA River watershed. It is
possible to create riparian and upland habitat
connectors, enhance degraded habitat areas,
create wildlife links into the channel, and even
link wildlife across wildlife bridges between
habitats. In addition to the main volume of the
plan, these topics are addressed in detail in the
appendices of the plan, which include design
guidelines for LA County permitting along the

LA River corridor and tributaries.

6.3 Project Examples

While the LA River Master Plan does
not include specific projects, it demonstrates
how the goals, opportunity sites, and “kit of
parts” can be used by local communities to
develop projects that meet community needs.
A series of site-based and system-based project
examples are included in the plan to show
how communities could use the plan, but they

are subject to future engagement and decision
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making at a local level.

Site-based projects include parks and
other multi-benefit projects that are in a single
location and range from small items like access
points or river pavilions to large regional parks,
water capture wetlands, and side channels. One
example of a site project is a large habitat
and park bridge, called a platform in the “kit
of parts,” which could encompass several
hectares of thriving habitat in an area with
high park and ecosystem needs within a
high-density area. The goal of this type of
intervention is to elevate ecosystem services,
park programs, and water quality interventions
above the concrete of the channel, while
connecting users across the river and allowing
large flood flows to pass underneath safely
in large storms (Fig. 12). Another example
utilizes a dry arroyo side channel, called
divisions in the “kit of parts,” to accommodate
additional flows when the river channel is
infrequently at capacity. This side channel could
maintain consistent habitats and water quality
benefits as well as connect and buffer existing
open spaces (Fig. 13, 14).

System-based projects rely on several sites
or linear features working together to resolve a
need. For example, regional connectivity loops
create recreation and active transportation

opportunities along the river and laterally

from the river. Another system-based example

— © LA River Master Plan 2021,

~
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13. This is another example of a potential project—Ferraro
Fields Side Channel. Nestled between an existing park at
Ferraro Fields and the 5 Interstate, it features native plants
and dry stream beds and provides additional trails and open
space adjacent to the existing athletic fields.

14. During flood events, this channel plays an infrastructural
role, transporting water downstream around this area of
higher flood risk.

15. Combining the proposed project sites and planned major
projects helps create a stormwater capture and storage
system along the river. The black outlines show areas with
promising recharge opportunities.

is a regional groundwater recharge strategy
that links several sites to create surface water
storage capacity to help capture stormwater
and recharge the regional groundwater basins
with an additional 50,000 acre feet® of water
on an annual average basis (Fig. 15). Finally,
as the LA River forms a backbone of the Los
Angeles County Drainage Area, flood risk
management strategies are recommended
that allow for maintaining, and in some

cases increasing, the river’s flood conveyance
capacity while also creating multi-beneficial
attributes such as improved habitat conditions

and access into and along the channel.

6.4 Implementation

The LA River Master Plan framework links
specific actions and methods to departments in
LA County that facilitate the implementation
of a specific goal. Local hiring, green jobs

training, and river operations and maintenance

(2) One acre foot of water represents one acre of land covered
in water one foot deep and is enough to supply three to four
families with water for a year.
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staff topics are also included to encourage
community participation in river improvements
and increase equitable opportunities. Hyper-
local community engagement processes for
specific projects are intended to guide multi-
benefit parks and infrastructure, tailoring
specific typologies for unique community needs
along the 51 miles.

Several funding sources are already in
place for capital projects along the river,
such as a recently passed LA County bond
measure to improve water quality"®, Other
sources of existing and potential funding
are identified in the plan and associated
with specific actions. Nonetheless, the scale
of reimagination of the river will require
on-going capital investment, an increased
budget for operations and maintenance,
and collaboration among several local,
state, and federal entities. Creating building
blocks toward implementation and shared
governance is critical so the LA River
Master Plan does not suffer a similar fate
as the Olmsted-Bartholomew plan nearly a

century ago.
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7 “Master” Plan vs. Framework Plan

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
unknown scenarios in the future. While
increasingly common in landscape architectural
practice and in particular theories of ecological
urbanism and landscape urbanism'”, this
type of indeterminate framework plan can be
unsettling for communities and stakeholders
that want to know exactly what project will
be developed on a precise timeline, what it will
look like, and exactly how much it will cost.

Rather than specifically outlining every
project, every tree location, and every
intervention, the LA River Master Plan links
needs mapping to potential project design
components and invites communities to engage
in the reimagination of the river. The LA River
Master Plan’s needs mapping bears resemblance
to Ian McHarg’s suitability analyses overlays,

brought into the 21st century to include
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more cultural and social justice issues.
Recognizing that the LA River Master Plan

is a current project demonstrating the spirit

of this methodology, it is one of the projects
highlighted in the book Design with Nature
Now".. In the book, Laurie Olin pointed out
the relationship between McHarg’s process and
the LA River Master Plan process”*"’.

In her essay “Processcapes,” Judith
Stilgenbauer discussed the history of balancing
process with formal design in the profession
of Landscape Architecture. She wrote that
“a strong focus on indeterminacy and
adaptability can work against the creation
of well-crafted, usable landscapes. Thus the
key question at hand is: how much process is
too much process? How do we as designers
strike a project-appropriate balance between
the potentially conflicting design goals of
process and placemaking?”**! Stilganbauer
advocated for a delicate balance between the
intentionally designed and the indeterminate,
process-driven aspects of a project. The LA
River Master Plan seeks to find this balance
by defining parameters and strategic directions
while inviting many communities and designers
to use the tools to reimagine their river. The
success of this strategy will no doubt be best
judged in retrospect; however, the flexibility
of the plan has already proven valuable as
the COVID-19 pandemic shifted many local,
state, and federal priorities already during the

planning processes.

8 Conclusion: Connected Public Open
Space

From its natural history as a flashy river to
its full channelization in the 20th century, the
LA River is poised to be reimagined in the next
two and a half decades, not as a fully riparian
natural river and not as a single-benefit flood
channel, but rather an urban open space with

multi-benefit, community projects that support
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ecosystem function, resilience, and justice.
The LA River Master Plan proposes that
“the iconic LA River flows through a 51-
mile connected public open space that is
seamlessly woven together with neighboring
communities. It is an integral part of daily life
in LA County—a place to enjoy the outdoors
and to get across town, a place to appreciate
the serene and to bring all people together,
a place to celebrate a thriving urban habitat
and understand infrastructure, a place to learn
from the past and to shape the future.”!"
The LA River Master Plan is based on a
goal-driven framework that uses data and
public engagement to help define community
needs. These needs inform which “kit of
parts” components may be most applicable
for a specific section of the river. There is
not a singular design solution that can work
everywhere along the river or within the
watershed. It is critical to use multiple design
tools in order to create a multi-benefit river
system with social benefits.
Overcoming past injustice, systemic racism,
pollution, and environmental degradation
is not a small task. Many lessons of the LA
River Master Plan can be useful for other
large planning projects. In particular, one
key element is understanding that changing
conditions and unique community needs
require scalable, anticipatory, and flexible

design frameworks. LAF
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