March 19, 2021
Re: Council File #19-0603

Dear Honorable Los Angeles City Council Members,
On behalf of Steinberg Hart, an architecture firm headquartered in downtown LA, I’m writing in
opposition to the proposed expansion of Fire District 1 (FD1). While we agree with the intent to
achieve more resilient structures as fire dangers increase in certain parts in our city due to climate
change, I believe that expanding the current FD1 may not be the right tool or the best approach to
create safer, more resilient buildings in wildfire prone areas or in our urban core.
Fire Districts originated in the early 1900’s as a response to building insurability of tall and highdensity infill projects due to dangers of possible fire spread in that era. With the advancement
of building codes, fire protection, and equipment, the dangers of fire spread in our high-intensity
development areas have dramatically decreased. Currently, there are 12 Fire District 1 areas from
the valley down to the port. The twelve areas include portions of Downtown,
Hollywood, Koreatown, Wilshire Corridor, Century City, Westwood, Van Nuys, Westwood, San
Pedro, Venice, and Fairfax. (See Exhibit 1 and 6)

Exhibit 1 – Portions of Fire District 1 highlighted in blue (see Exhibit 6 for the full map)

The developments in these areas are subject to additional FD1 requirements and restriction. Some
of these provisions are in conflict with the policies for Transit Oriented Development
and building housing in transit rich areas which overlap with FD1 designated areas. In an effort to
mitigate these conflicts, I would like to propose two potential modifications to the existing
provisions:
1.

Allow certain type of Type IV construction in Fire District 1.
•

Currently, Type IV construction is prohibited including Mass Timber, a high-density
construction method that has the lowest carbon footprint.
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•

The next California Building Code update in 2022 (updates every 3 years) will
allow mass timber or cross laminated timber (CLT) construction in California. Mass
timber is a construction type that can significantly reduce CO2 in construction and
a good construction type for multi-family and office.

2. Reduce the spacing requirement for expensive fire ratings to 5’ in lieu of 10’ so the
requirement can be aligned with the TOC yard reduction incentive.
•

Currently, FD1 requires all openings within 10’ of the property line to be ¾ hour fire
rated. These windows cost 10x the normal windows and adds significant cost to
housing.

•

City of LA’s Affordable Housing Program and Transit Oriented
Communities (TOC) provide incentives for housing projects including affordable
units. One of them is the reduction in yard setbacks. For example, a 7-story
building requires 11’ side yard setback and 20’ rear yard setback. TOC
incentives allow that to be reduced up to 35% (11’ reduced to 7.15’), or if the lot is
zoned commercial (which is typically around transit nodes where we are targeting
housing to be built) the setbacks are same as RAS 3 and reduced to 5’. (See Exhibit
3 & 4)

•

Developments in Fire District 1 are finding themselves with the requirement to
put ¾ hour fire-rated windows which are about 10X more expensive than normal
windows or set the building 10’ from the property line instead of the 5’ allowed.
This negates the incentive to build more housing.

•

The California Building Code already has strict provisions for protecting the exterior
wall through limiting the openings and requiring ratings based on the distance to
the adjacent property line. That is applicable to all buildings in all parts of the
state. There is no need for an additional requirement by LAFD that is unique to Los
Angeles.

Wildfire prone areas in City of LA are designated Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone
(VHFHSZ). These areas already have additional safeguards in place for resilient structures that are
appropriate for natural hillside conditions. Fire District 1 was created for urban core areas for
insurability reasons about a century ago and should not be applied to this area. (See Exhibit 8 map
and Exhibit 9 LADBS Supplemental Plan Check Requirements)
To conclude, the question that needs to be raised is this: Does City of Los Angeles have areas that
are at higher risk of fire than any other parts of the city, county, or state? Is there a higher risk
on same stretch of Wilshire Blvd in City of LA than in Beverly Hills or Santa Monica? Is there a
higher risk in Century City than Downtown Long Beach or Old Pasadena? While the zoning code
may vary from city to city, when it comes to building codes, the majority of cities and counties
follow the same California Building Code that is reviewed and updated every three years. Rather
than legislate particular provisions piecemeal, we need to embrace the more holistic statewide code
update process.
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We know how important it is to have fire/life safety policies in place so that the buildings we build in
the city that are resilient and can withstand impacts of climate change. We need a resiliency policy
for buildings in high fire risk areas, but Fire District 1 is not the right tool or best approach. We must
consider the real cost impact and the significant impediment to much-needed housing production
that antiquated Fire District 1 requirements continue to cause. We need tailored approaches for the
wildfire regions and for our urban core areas. These are two separate issues and they must be
addressed separately.
We are in a housing crisis; RHNA has identified a deficit of 450k+ housing units in the city of LA. We
believe that expanding FD1 into wildfire prone areas is not appropriate, and expanding FD1 in our
urban areas will hinder housing production. We strongly recommend that the council votes against
the expansion. However, if we must move forward with an expanded FD1 zone, we believe
that these proposed modifications to the FD1 provisions will help mitigate the potential
negative affects and align the public safety regulations with the housing and sustainability goals of
the city. We need pro-housing policies that are going to produce results while enhancing resiliency
in our built community.

Thank you for your consideration,

Simon Ha, AIA
Steinberg Hart
CC:

Marie Rumsey, Central City Association
Will Wright, American Institute of Architects Los Angeles
Nick Maricich, Office of LA Mayor Eric Garcetti
Chief Kristin Crowley, LAFD
Hani Malki, LAFD
Osama Younan, LADBS
Kevin Keller, LADCP
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Exhibit 2 - 2017 LA Building Code

Exhibit 3 - City of LA TOC Guidelines on menu incentive
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Exhibit 4 - RAS3 Zone Yard Requirement

Exhibit 5 - LAMC 12.22.A25 Affordable Housing incentive
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Exhibit 6 - Fire District 1 map
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Exhibit 7 – Fire District 1 supplemental plan check list
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Exhibit 8 – Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone Map
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Exhibit 9 – Very High Fire Severity Zone supplemental plan check list
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