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Request for Revision and Recirculation of DEIR for 4th and Arizona to Cure Inadequacies 
 
Over four years ago a massive project of over 400,000 SF on over 2.5 acres of public land in the 
Downtown at 4th and Arizona premiered with proposed office, retail, hotel, and residential uses.  Since 
then, the community interest and concern has intensified – from the huge turnout and speakers at the 
October 2015 City Council float-up that discussed the project and authorized an environmental impact 
report (EIR) to study its impacts, to the February 2017 scoping meeting and hundreds of public 
comments submitted to the City about the project.  Many of the public comments decried the size of 
the project as being too impactful for the Downtown.  A majority of residents who responded favored a 
public use on public land — a central public gathering space as a true benefit to the community in stark 
contrast to the project proposed.   
 
Santa Monica Architects for a Responsible Tomorrow (SMa.r.t.) met with neighborhood groups and 
responded to the community desire for a reduced project with more open space on the site. In 2015 it 
submitted a “reduced project” alternative to the City that retained 75% of the site as an urban park 
gathering space, with the remaining 25% built to a maximum height of 4-stories/50’ and 90,000 SF, and 
3 levels of subterranean parking.  (Exh. 1) 
 
In 2017, SMa.r.t. formally re-submitted its “reduced project” alternative along with a “public park” 
alternative for study in the EIR in response to the scoping process. (Exh. 2) This process is mandated by 
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) so that the EIR consultants are made aware of the 
community’s project goals in order to select and analyze reasonable alternatives in relation to the 
project. 
 
Likewise, when the Santa Monica Coalition for a Livable City (SMCLC) submitted its scoping letter to the 
City, we endorsed both SMa.r.t. alternatives for analysis in the EIR.  We wrote:   
 

“The magnitude of the proposed project, its central location in the Downtown, the fact that it is 
on public land, and has generated a very high level of community involvement make it even 
more imperative that a full range of alternatives be studied.  This land is so critical to the 
Downtown that we have to get it right.”  (Exh. 3) 

 
As to the SMa.r.t. “reduced project” alternatives, we explained why the Draft EIR (DEIR) should study 
them: 
 



“This is public land, the City is the steward of this land, and the Downtown, as it has been 
expanded to include Lincoln Boulevard (both sides) and to the I-10 Freeway to the south, lacks 
significant open space, especially in view of all the new mixed-housing proposed.  If this 
opportunity is lost, it will be irretrievable.  Santa Monica would be a diminished, blocker, more 
congested City as a result.” 

 
We also emphasized the need for a range of reduced-size projects to be selected and analyzed as 
alternatives which would better fit the site, harmonize with its surroundings and create fewer significant 
environmental impacts than those caused by such a huge project dominating the Downtown. This is 
merely what CEQA requires:  An EIR must select and analyze a reasonable range of alternatives, easily 
distinguishable in scope and significantly lesser in impacts from the project.  (CEQA Guidelines, Section 
15126.6 and Exh. 3) 
 
Critical to the mobility and health of the Downtown is the amount of traffic that would be generated by 
this project as well as the cumulative traffic impacts of all of the other projects in the pipeline for  
Downtown. CalTrans cautioned the City in its scoping letter about the need for the EIR to study the 
project’s major traffic impacts and mitigations, especially as to the freeway exit ramps at 4th and 5th 
Streets and Lincoln Boulevard and the California Incline.   
 
A core function of an EIR is to inform the public and the City of a reasonable range of alternatives that 
can remedy the serious environmental impacts of a project.  The City Council needs to know viable 
alternatives before it can make a sound decision.  Equally important, the public needs this information 
so it can weigh it against what the Council approves to determine whether to support or challenge the 
decision made.  
 
Where the City is the steward of public land on which a project is to be built, it’s essential that an EIR be 
neutral, thorough, complete and conform to what the public reasonably requested and understood 
would be studied, including what was directed at the City Council float-up. 
 
Conversely, what a City cannot do is essentially “stack the deck” in favor of the project by studying 
alternatives that are: 1) designed to be so similar in composition or impacts to the project’s height, 
square footage, FAR/lot coverage or mix of uses that they aren’t really alternatives; 2) insufficiently 
analyzed as to the true impacts so that reasonable comparisons among them, as well as to the project 
itself cannot be made; or 3) altered so significantly from the alternatives that the public or the Council 
wanted studied that they cannot emerge as an “environmentally superior” project. 
 
Unfortunately, this DEIR is inadequate as it is fundamentally flawed in all 3 of these respects.   
 

1. The Project Alternatives Vary Insignificantly from the Project in Mass, Uses and Overall Impacts 
that Are Unable to Be Mitigated 

 
At the 2015 float-up hearing the City Council told the developer to remove 100,000 SF of the proposed 
200,000 SF of office space from the project, but then gave it carte blanche as to what uses to replace it 
with (hotel, residential, retail). So the basic box of the project now at 357,000 SF remained fixed in 
height, footprint, building orientation and design. 
 
As a result, the DEIR studied four “Large Building” Alternatives that look remarkably like the project and 
mirror the project’s impacts. DEIR Large Building Alternatives 4, 5, 6, and 7 are all described as “similar” 
to the project’s adverse and unmitigatable impacts — especially the traffic impacts. Alternative 4 (“No 
office”) replaces office space with hotel space; Alternative 6 (Residential) replaces the office space with 



retail, the hotel with residential and actually INCREASES the project square footage by about 50,000 
square feet;  Large Building Alternative 7 (Adaptive Reuse of Bank of America) reunites the hotel, office, 
residential and retail uses included in the project.  
 
Incredibly, Alternative 6 (Tier 2 Compliant) proposes a “monster” residential project of almost 400,000 
SF, by increasing the FAR to 3.5 and occupying most of the site, leaving virtually no ground floor open 
space.  How does an Alternative for a huge residential project with virtually no open space get selected 
when it was previously rejected as “infeasible” by the Council?   
 
While Large Building Alternative 5 (84-foot) does decrease the height and square footage, it retains the 
same intensity of uses so its impacts are just as significant as the project’s and similarly can’t be 
mitigated.  
 
In order to understand the degree of similarity of each of these Alternatives to each other and to the 
project, we prepared a matrix that compares them as CEQA Guidelines recommend, but which was not 
done in the DEIR.  (Exh. 4) 
 
By contrast, the Table of Alternatives that the DEIR included did not give project specifics and instead 
used vague and imprecise language such as “similar” or “less” to describe how the Alternatives 
compared to the project. No explanation of what these terms meant or any quantification was given 
which precludes a meaningful comparison of the Alternatives.  Moreover, none of them have impacts 
that would be “significantly less” so one could reasonably discern which Alternative is actually better for 
the environment than the proposed project.  (Exh. 5 ) 
 
In sum, Large Building Alternatives 4, 5, 6, and 7 are not alternatives at all. The range of alternatives 
studied is so narrow that they don’t constitute a real and qualified selection, let alone a rigorous 
examination of a reasonable range of alternatives that would “avoid or substantially lessen” the project 
impacts and lead to the selection of an environmentally superior project as CEQA requires.   
 
Unfortunately, this failure to study genuine “reduced project” alternatives may have been the result of 
the float-up process and specific direction given by the Council that amounted to a predetermination of 
the project.  The Council gave the height, scope, design, and intensity of uses its stamp of approval well 
in advance of any environmental review.  Signaling premature approval of the project’s characteristics 
creates bureaucratic and financial momentum behind it. This appears to have inappropriately 
constrained analysis in the DEIR. This also casts doubt on the integrity of the Development Agreement 
process and whether the City has inappropriately constrained its discretion by signaling pre-approval for 
the project before its environmental impacts became known.   
 
In fairness to residents and our surrounding community, the City must consider truly reduced 
alternatives with reduced square footages and height with less intensity of uses that would also meet 
Downtown Community Plan (DCP) objectives. 
 

2. The Large Project Alternatives Cannot Be Meaningfully Compared to Determine Lesser Impacts 
 
As described above, by making all of its “Large Building” Alternatives too similar their impacts were 
essentially the same.  So, for example, DEIR Table VI-37 states that Alternatives 4,5,6, and 7 have traffic 
impacts “similar” to the project itself (option 1 or 2) or that they have “less” impacts in other areas 
instead of quantifying what “similar” or “less” means.  (Exh. 5)  And if the traffic impacts can’t be 
mitigated, as the DEIR states, then there is no superior alternative among them. 
 



Again, our matrix reveals how similar these Alternatives are in scope and impacts which is not surprising 
because the DEIR was simply “toggling” the uses, such that where one use went down, another intensity 
of use took its place.  Leaving aside the “no project” and the “public park” alternatives, the remaining 
Large Building Alternatives would generate from 2,800 to 5,800 unmitigated daily car trips compared to 
the 4,100 to 4,900 unmitigated daily trips for the project. As such, none of them avoid or lessen the 
impacts to an insignificant level or offer mitigation possibilities. 
 
The only reasonable conclusion to draw from this is that the proposed project and its “Tweedledum and 
Tweedledee” brethren are simply too massive for the site and the City’s existing infrastructure to allow 
the project or studied Alternatives to be built.   
 
And what about the cumulative impacts of all of the other projects in the pipeline for the Downtown? 
The DEIR doesn’t sufficiently reveal the magnitude of the potential traffic impacts for them either as to 
the Downtown streets and exit ramps. How many additional daily trips will occur when all of these other 
projects with streamlined approvals under the DCP come on line?  How will traffic citywide be 
impacted?  The DEIR fails to adequately answer these vital questions. 
 

3. Neither the SMa.r.t. “Reduced Project” Alternative or the Council “Modified Reduced Project” 
Was Studied in the DEIR 
 

A qualified “reduced project” alternative is one that would be proportionately reduced in scale and mass 
from the project to meet community concerns and satisfy CEQA requirements. 
 
SMCLC, along with many local neighborhood groups and residents, supported studying two alternatives 
proposed by SMa.r.t.  One was a “public park” alternative with 10% buildable area and subterranean 
parking;  the other was a “reduced project” alternative, including a 4-story hotel (84 rooms), 4-story 
residential (50 units), 12,000 SF of cultural space, and a central public gathering space. (Exh. 2)  In either 
case, the community benefit was the nature of the entire project – leaving a majority of the site as 
contiguous open space for the community to use and enjoy.  
 
The City Council had already seen the SMa.r.t. “reduced project” in October 2015 and it had also agreed 
that the EIR would study a “public park” alternative.  The Council seems to have recognized the need for 
the EIR to consider a reduced project when it changed the SMa.r.t. “reduced project” alternative by 
increasing the building heights from 4 to 6 stories, and reducing the parking to only what was necessary 
for the uses shown. It then directed study of that “modified reduced project” in the EIR. As modified, 
this alternative included 100,000 SF of buildable space, affording conformance to DCP guidelines and 
triggering community benefits. (10.20.15 Council minutes/audiotape at 6:15 forward) 
 
The DEIR did include a Public Park Alternative without parking or other uses (Alternative 2); and a 
SMa.r.t “public park” alternative as Alternative 3 (90% park area with 12,000 SF of retail uses and 3 
levels of subterranean parking). Interestingly, the consultant chose non-community benefit retail uses, 
possibly so that an assertion could be made that SMa.r.t.’s “public park” alternative would not meet 
community objectives when the consultant could readily have picked uses that would.   
 
But neither SMa.r.t.’s “reduced project” alternative or the Council’s “modified reduced project” were 
studied. Nor was anything remotely resembling them. Instead,  Alternative 5 (84 feet) is only 140,000 SF 
smaller than the project, and the additional office and retail uses selected ratchet up traffic generation 
so that they are “similar” to the traffic impacts of the project. This defeats the intended purpose of 
SMa.r.t’s “reduced project” alternative as well as the modified version that the City wanted to see so 



that it could understand the lesser impacts of a smaller project that would still meet many of the DCP 
objectives and CEQA requirements. 
 
This is impermissible “project directed” analysis and preordained outcome – all roads lead to Rome!  
This failure to accurately or fully study the SMa.r.t. “reduced project” alternative as well as the Council 
“modified reduced project” alternative results in there being NO alternative in the DEIR that genuinely 
represents a reduced project with significantly fewer impacts.   
 
We have been down this road before with the Hines EIR on the Papermate site.  To avoid a repeat road 
trip and similar outcome, our scoping letter reminded the City of the critical deficiencies in the Hines 
DEIR.  (Exh. 3)  We emphasized how important it was to have this DEIR properly study a qualified range 
of reasonable alternatives —  ones that would include significant reductions in project size and impacts 
compared to the proposed project.  Unfortunately, it’s Hines all over again - stacking the deck and 
steering towards a predetermined outcome before an EIR is even generated.  
 
This DEIR fails to do the essential job of an EIR for the City or the public. SMCLC and SMa.r.t. call upon 
the City to adequately study a reasonable range of alternatives that actually are significantly reduced in 
size and impacts compared to the project, easily discernible from one another, and study the actual  
SMa.r.t. “reduced project” alternative. 
 
This is the most important project in our Downtown.  Projects on public land necessitate the fullest 
range of adequate environmental analysis and disclosure as to impacts and ways to lessen impacts, the 
greatest amount of accurate and complete information to facilitate public engagement, and ultimately a 
public vote.  The City has already set that precedent for a public vote on the airport land we own with 
broad community support.  We expect no less here. 
 
For these reasons, we strongly object to the critical inadequacies in this DEIR and request that a revised 
DEIR that fully addresses our concerns be done and re-circulated. 
 
Thank you, 
 
Diana Gordon 
Santa Monica Coalition for a Livable City (SMCLC) 
 
Ron Goldman 
Santa Monica Architects for a Responsible Tomorrow (SMa.r.t.) 
 
Cc:  David Martin 
       Rick Cole 
       City Council 
       Planning Commission 
       Community Leaders 
Exhibits 1 – 5 (following pages) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




































