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Urban Design, Health and the Public Realm
Challenge:

Our City’s private and public tree canopy is in steep decline due to drought, disease, 
pests, the Sidewalk Repair Program (SRP), development, lack of funding, and years of 
replanting and pruning neglect. The City of LA’s various departments and its tree plant-
ing partners are not planting trees at the same rate as they are removing them. 

Roughly a third of all healthy tree removals currently being removed are from develop-
ment while, while another two thirds of all healthy trees are being removed for side-
walk repairs. Illegal tree removals, which are not counted, are a growing concern and 
enforcement of penalties are weak. 

Furthermore, The Sidewalk Repair Program (SRP) requires the City to repair our 
sidewalks over the course of the next thirty years. Many large trees providing necessary 
ecosystem benefits such as carbon absorption, rainwater run-off slowing, habitat pro-
vision, and shade, are being removed because of sidewalk damage resulting from years 
of neglect.  As the City completes the EIR for the SRP, it should more adequately weigh 
the cost/benefits of tree removals.

According to experts in urban forestry, we are in danger of losing almost 50% of our 
canopy coverage in the next ten years.  Additionally, since we lack a comprehensive tree 
inventory, the long-term impacts of tree losses are unknown.

Solution: Urban Forest Master Plan

AIA|LA recommends that the City of Los Angeles invest in an Urban Forest Master Plan 
and hire a Director of Urban Forestry to better support the division of urban forestry 
currently embedded within the Bureau of Streets Services.  Since trees are currently 
managed, trimmed and planted by a wide variety of departments and non-profits, with-
out comprehensive oversight and coordination, the Director’s role should be empow-
ered to oversee all tree activities in all departments. 

Additional recommendations include:

• Improve the permitting process for new development projects to protect exist-
ing trees and incentivize the planting of a healthier street canopy. 

• Continue the Bureau of Street Services study of alternative sidewalk materials 
and develop a comprehensive tool kit of alternative sidewalk repair methods to 
avoid tree removals. 

• Stop cutting down trees until alternatives to tree removals have been studied 
and a comprehensive tree inventory and the SRP EIR has been completed.

• Do short term sidewalk repairs where a tree is damaging the sidewalk. 

• Do comprehensive, citywide tree-well enlargements.
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• Develop enforceable tree protections.

• Integrate into all public tree plantings water capturing and cleaning infrastruc-
ture, such as permeable paving, bulb-outs and dry creeks.

• Prioritize and invest in the long term planning of citywide tree planting.

• Utilize short term sidewalk repair solutions as a temporary measure while we 
wait for young trees to mature.

• Include Urban Forestry at the city’s infrastructure “planning table”.

• Expand incentives to ensure that every property has a healthy street canopy.

OUR REQUEST:

To invest in an Urban Forest Master Plan and Director, and a holistic effort 
to ensure safer, greener and cooler streets by prioritizing a healthy tree 
canopy throughout the region. 
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Office of the City Architect
(AIA National Initiative)

Challenge:

Too often, substantial economic development decisions and capital investments are 
made without the benefit of engaging an architect at the very beginning of the pro-
cess.  This leaves decision-makers without a trained perspective on how the built envi-
ronment impacts community health, economic prosperity and resilience.

Currently, architects have a diminishing return of influence (because their input is often 
received too late in the process) over local codes, policies, and programs that directly 
impact architecture, urban design, land use or sustainable design policy.  If an archi-
tect’s perspective were represented in the formative stages of policy-making, architects 
could more profoundly influence the intrinsic and economic value of our communities.

Solution:

AIA National and all of its local components are advancing an initiative to encourage 
the establishment of the Office of the City Architect in every municipality and public 
agency. 

This AIA National initiative encourages the formation of new positions and/or the 
re-alighmnet of existing positions in other departments to create local Offices of the 
City Architect that will encourage smarter growth patterns, promote resilient neigh-
borhoods, improve community engagement, and catalyze higher performing and more 
sustainable cities.  While we recognize the outstanding leadership of City of Los Ange-
les Deputy City Engineer, Deborah Weintraub, AIA and the Architectural Division of the 
Bureau of City Engineering - this office is embedded within the Bureau of Engineering.  
We’d like to strengthen its role with additional resources and more direct oversight.

The Office of the City Architect can lead on issues such as: 

• Urban design of our streets, sidewalks, parks and public plazas.

• Design guidelines and the design review process of significant private and 
public projects.

• The design management of our citywide systems that deliver energy, water, 
waste, food, transportation and materials.

• The establishment of goals to achieve a zero-carbon city by 2030 and promote 
the implementation of more passive-systems.

• To optimize the utilization of our 9000+ city-owned parcels of land and facili-
ties with a stronger vision and long-term strategy. 

• With the support of the Chief Procurement Officer, Chief Design Officer, Chief 
Asset Manager leverage economic development strategies.

• Integrate funding sources that will invest in Opportunity Zones with greater 
sensitivity to existing communities.

OUR REQUEST:

To form a working group to examine the direct benefits associated with the 
formal restructuring of the organizational chart of the city to establish the 
Office of the City Architect.
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For more information, please contact:

Will Wright, Hon. AIA|LA 
Director, Government & Public Affairs 
American Institute of Architects | Los Angeles 
3780 Wilshire Blvd, Suite 701
Los Angeles, CA 90010
(213) 639-0764
will@aialosangeles.org

www.aialosangeles.org

* all photos are 2018 AIA|LA Design Award winners 
and the cover image is from ZGF Architects, LLP
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