










WRITTEN BY  

JON REGARDIE

PAYING TO  
DRIVE
Congestion pricing is one answer to traffic. 
Will Angelenos accept it?

IF THERE I S ONE THING  al l 

Angelenos have in common, it is 

that they spend too much time 

stuck in traffic, moving at the pro-

verbial snail’s pace on exhaust-filled 

freeways and roads. Congestion, 

whether on the commute to work, 

to an evening at Dodger Stadium 

or elsewhere, has become a quint-

essential Los Angeles cliché and a 

frustrating truth.

Gritting teeth over gridlock 

goes back further than many re-

alize. That is revealed in a UCLA 

Luskin Center report published 

in September 2020. The 53-page 

“A Centur y of Fighting Traf f ic 

Conge s t ion in  Lo s A nge le s, 

1920-2020” reveals that efforts 

to ease congestion date to when 

automobiles competed for space 

on a young city’s roads with horse-

drawn carts, bicycles, pedestrians 

and early mass-transit options. In 

1920, city leaders, frustrated by 

streetcars falling behind sched-

ule, enacted a daytime downtown 

parking ban. “Irate motorists soon 

staged a revolt against the ban,” 

the report states. “In a mass act 
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of civil disobedience, a caravan 

of drivers came downtown and 

blocked the streets.” The ban was 

quickly lifted.

This was just one in a litany of 

attempts over the years to speed 

up traffic flow. The Luskin report, 

by Dr. Martin Wachs, along with 

Peter Sebastian Chesney and Yu 

Hong Hwang, shows that local 

leaders have employed tactics 

ranging from tweaking land-use 

planning and zoning regulations, 

to using new technology, to build-

ing roads and freeways crisscross-

ing the county — which, notably, 

are now jammed.

Most endeavors to ease traffic 

jams have largely failed to bring 

lasting change. Often-expensive 

construction projects temporarily 

eased congestion, only for traffic 

to thicken again as commuters 

clogged the new lanes, a syndrome 

known as “induced demand.”

“Building a bunch of extra 

freeways in the 1940s and ‘50s 

didn’t f ix the problem,” said 

Chesney, who recently com-

pleted his Ph.D. in history at 

UCL A and is now working as 

a consultant. “There are still 

voices saying, ‘Let’s build dou-

ble-decker freeways everywhere 

in Los Angeles.’ That would be a 

tremendous boondoggle, in-

stant waste, and would also be 

terrible for freeway-adjacent 

communities.”

Chesney joined the project at 

the invitation of Wachs, a legend-

ary figure whose career included 

chairing the UCLA Department 

of Urban Planning for 11 years (he 

died in April at age 79). The report 

includes an eye-opening timeline 

detailing scores of attempts 

to hasten vehicular flow. While 

showing what hasn’t worked in 

the past, the authors also make 

the case for trying something new 

in the future: congestion pricing. 

The proposal is controversial, 

primarily because it suggests 

charging for something — access 

to public roads — that millions 

now use for free. It raises ques-

tions about equitable applica-

tion, with concerns that affluent 

drivers will welcome tolls to avoid 

traffic and leave lower-income 

Angelenos inhaling their exhaust.

Congestion pricing has been 

instituted in cities including 

London, Stockholm, Singapore 

and Milan. Analyses have found 

that traffic decreases and there 

is greater use of alternative forms 

of travel. Congestion pricing also 

generates significant revenue. 

Elements differ depending 

on location. A 2019 report by the 

Southern California Association 

of Governments notes that a 

plan initiated in London in 2003 

charges approximately $15 to 

drivers who pass a “cordon” to 

enter the central business district 

during work hours on weekdays. 

In Stockholm, rates to enter the 

heart of the city vary depending 

on the time, maxing out at about 

$4.25 during rush hour.

Chesney sees this  as an 

opportunity for Los Angeles 

to make a change. “If you want 

to have the privilege to make it 

predictably from point A to point 

B,” he said, “that's something you 

should be willing to pay for.”	

He is not the only one who 

glimpses the potential. SCAG’s 

156-page “Mobility Go Zone & 

Pricing Feasibility Study” explores 

the impacts of a comprehensive 

traffic-reduction program west 

of the 405 freeway in Los Angeles, 

extending into Santa Monica. It 

envisions incorporating conges-

tion pricing, express commuter 

buses, bike sharing and more, in 

an effort to persuade people to 

try anything but driving solo into a 

busy area. The report cites SCAG’s 

“100 Hours” campaign, named for 

its estimate of the time Angelenos 

lose in traffic each year. 

Modeling, according to SCAG, 

shows that the Mobility Go Zone 

would reduce vehicle miles trav-

eled by 21% during peak intervals, 

and vehicle hours traveled in the 

area would fall 24% during peak 

times (some trips would shift to 

less busy periods). 

If congestion pricing were 

attempted in Los Angeles, Metro 

would play a lead role. The transit 

agency is deep into what is known 

as its Traf f ic Reduction Study. 

Earlier this year, Metro listed four 

areas where a congestion pricing 

pilot program (one independent 

from the SCAG effort) could be 

tried, including downtown, the 

Santa Monica Mountains Corridor 

and the 10 freeway west of down-

town. Joshua Schank, Metro’s 

chief innovation officer, said the 

study grew out of the agency’s 

Vision 2028 Plan, which seeks not 

only to boost the use of public 

transportation but to explore 

other means of reducing traffic 

and improving mobility.

Schank said congestion pricing 

is being discussed in other U.S. 

cities, including New York, Seattle 

and San Francisco. The success-

es in London and Stockholm in 

particular, he believes, could be 

models for Los Angeles. But any 

plan will require clearing public 

relations hurdles.

“You see resistance to conges-

tion pricing in every city, but once 

it’s in there, it tends to be popular, 

and that is because it works. You 

“�If you want 
to have the 
privilege 
to make it 
predictably 
from point A to 
point B, that's 
something 
you should be 
willing to pay 
for.”

	 — �Peter Sebastian 
Chesney, co-author of 
“A Century of Fighting 
Traffic Congestion 
in Los Angeles, 1920-
2020,” published by the 
UCLA Luskin Center in 
September 2020

PH
O

T
O

S 
B

Y
 D

E
N

Y
S 

N
E

V
O

Z
H

A
I/

U
N

S
P

L
A

S
H

 A
N

D
 H

O
W

A
R

D
 P

./
U

N
S

P
L

A
S

H

LEFT: THE JUDGE HARRY PREGERSON 
INTERCHANGE, LOS ANGELES 
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see pretty substantial and dramat-

ic traffic reductions,” Schank said. 

“You also see greater availability 

of funds and greater usage of 

alternative modes. In London, we 

see a lot more biking and walking 

than we used to since congestion 

pricing. You see a lot more bus 

usage as well.”

Metro has a long lead time. It 

plans to initiate a pilot program 

in 2025. Tham Nguyen, project 

manager for the Traffic Reduction 

Study, said a technical analysis is 

currently underway, and exten-

sive community outreach will take 

place. Predicting pricing is prema-

ture. Nguyen said the cost will be 

determined through modeling, 

surveys and other tools that result 

in a full financial plan. 

If congestion pricing is part of 

L.A.’s future, the issue of equity will 

be front and center, with a need 

to ensure that a program benefits 

more than people with wallets fat 

enough to afford tolls. Chesney said 

a system that results in fewer drivers 

would speed up travel for the myriad 

Angelenos who ride public buses.

“The equity question is how 

to make it so buses work,” he said, 

“so people who can only afford 

to navigate the city that way can 

do so.”

Schank urges taking a more 

critical view of the present. 

“We often forget how ineq-

uitable the current system is,” 

he said. “We think, if we price 

the roads, that would be unfair 

to people. But how is the current 

system unfair to people? For one 

thing, the 1.2 million transit rid-

ers, most of whom are on buses, 

are on buses that are stuck in 

traffic, and they’re stuck in traffic 

that is full of single-occupancy 

cars. So I would ask, ‘Why are we 

allowing that to happen?’”

There are other components 

to addressing equity, including 

how tolls are used. The SCAG 

report says that revenues in 

Stockholm paid for a commut-

er-train tunnel under the city, as 

well as new train lines. Chesney 

suggests congestion fees could 

provide free bus service in heavily 

impacted communities. 

 Fewer vehicles on the road 

also would improve air quality. 

Pollution dispropor tionately 

impacts lower-income commu-

nities alongside traffic-clogged 

corridors. Chesney and Schank 

cite higher rates of asthma and 

other impairments for people 

living in these neighborhoods.

Although a world of new tolls 

represents a leap into the future, 

congestion pricing advocates say 

that local baby steps have already 

been taken. The 10 and 110 Freeways 

have carpool express lanes that solo 

drivers with FasTrak transponders 

can choose to access for a fee (the 

rate varies depending on time of 

day). A similar lane operates on 18 

miles of the 91 Freeway between 

Orange and Riverside counties. All 

have been lauded as successful.

Initiating a wider system — per-

haps charging people to drive into 

downtown L.A. — would require 

public champions. Chesney thinks 

that coming out of the pandemic, 

before workers return en masse to 

office towers, presents a unique 

opportunity for such advocates. “It’s 

a sensible time to be thinking about 

traffic congestion,” he said.

The Metro team takes it fur-

ther, building on the UCLA Luskin 

study by pointing out that every-

thing tried in the past few decades 

has yet to materially change the 

status quo.  

“ W e ’ v e  p i c k e d  a l l  t h e 

low-hanging fruit,” Nguyen said. 

“We have to explore more chal-

lenging, bolder strategies if we 

want to achieve our goals.”

No one pretends congestion 

pricing alone will eradicate grid-

lock. Rather, it is viewed as only a 

single tool in a larger kit address-

ing one of Southern California’s 

most persistent problems. Schank 

likens the overall issue to supply 

and demand: Metro is responding 

to supply with a swath of projects 

across the region, from major 

infrastructure developments to 

micro-transit efforts. Congestion 

pricing is a means to reduce de-

mand on the goods — the roads 

— that now cost nothing.

“You have to do both. You can’t 

just do one without the other,” he 

said. “We’re definitely doing a lot 

on the supply side. Through the 

Traffic Reduction Study, we plan to 

do more on the demand side.” PH
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LEFT: FREEWAY TRAFFIC IN LOS 
ANGELES

“ We often 
forget how 
inequitable the 
current system 
is. We think, 
if we price the 
roads, that 
would be unfair 
to people. 
But how is 
the current 
system unfair to 
people?”

 —  Joshua Schank, chief 
innovation officer for 
Metro, the regional 
transit agency for 
Southern California
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ACADEMICS, UNIVERSITY STUDENTS and activists are creating an in-
formal network reaching throughout California and beyond to seek justice for 
the more than 25,000 immigrants held in federal detention centers across the 
nation. It is eye-opening work and often distressing.

Members of the network struggle to penetrate the secrecy in which Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) shrouds its immigration centers, many 
located far from attorneys who might be able to help. When the network pierces 
the concealment, it often finds babies imprisoned with their mothers, random 
mistreatment by guards and an ever-growing backlog of cases awaiting hearings 
in immigration court.

“As a state university, we have an obligation to train students who will give 
back to the state, and immigrants are terribly important. Immigrants contribute 
greatly to the state,” Ingrid Eagly, a UCLA law professor who is part of the 
network, told me in a recent telephone interview. 

Victor Narro, project director at the UCLA Labor Center and one of Eagly’s 
network colleagues, put it this way: “We are activist scholars, bringing the 
university into the streets.”

Championing justice is crucial now, when immigrants are arriving in Cali-
fornia and throughout the United States in ever-growing numbers, and it will 
become ever more urgent as desperate newcomers — refugees hoping for asylum 
after President Biden's end to the war in Afghanistan — attempt to enter the 
country. This is the immediate future of the battle over immigration, one that 
will shape the future of Los Angeles and the larger nation. It is far from settled.

A Washington Post-ABC News poll in early September showed general 
support for the resettlement of Afghans in the United States, after security 
screening. But granting them entry is likely to anger Americans bitterly opposed 
to immigration of any kind.

UCLA IS AT THE CENTER of this informal network of professors, students 
and activists pursuing justice for immigrants. But it is hardly alone.

Immigration clinics at the USC Gould School of Law and Southwestern 
Law School send students into the community to represent immigrants in 
deportation hearings. Centers for undocumented students at California State 
University, San Bernardino, and other Cal State campuses provide gathering 
places for students and faculty, as well as on-campus locations from which 
activists can enter the community and fight for those fearing deportation. There 
are many such examples around the state.

WRITTEN BY  

BILL BOYARSKY

THE CALL  
TO HELP
Students, Professors and Activists Respond to 
a Crisis at the Border

A Closer Look
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As faculty director of the UCLA Law School's criminal justice program, Prof. 
Eagly is deeply involved. She took her students to rural Texas to work with 
immigrants arrested by federal officers who accused them of illegal entry into 
the country. The immigrants were jailed by ICE officers after seeking amnesty 
at the border, or they were caught during raids on their workplaces.

The students went from familiar surroundings at UCLA to ICE’s South 
Texas Family Residential Center in Dilley, Texas, 70 miles southwest of San 
Antonio, where the company that runs the center for the federal government 
had been accused of treating the immigrants as if they were dangerous crim-
inals. The students met with migrants from Guatemala, Mexico, El Salvador, 
Ecuador and Honduras.

The center is tantamount to a prison for families as they await hearings in 
which they try to convince an immigration court that they fled their countries 
because they had feared death or injury at the hands of criminal gangs or corrupt 
police. These hearings are called credible fear interviews. If the immigrants 
are not persuasive enough, deportation proceedings begin. Like most deten-
tion centers, the South Texas facility is far from the immigration lawyers and 
translators the immigrants need to guide them through a the complex process. 
Among Guatemalans, for example, 22 languages are spoken.

Visiting the South Texas Center gave Eagly's students a unique experience, 

A MIGRANT AND HER DAUGHTER HAVE THEIR BIOMET-
RIC DATA ENTERED AT THE INTAKE AREA OF THE DONNA 
DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY HOLDING FACILI-
TY, THE MAIN DETENTION CENTER FOR UNACCOMPANIED 
CHILDREN IN THE RIO GRANDE VALLEY, IN DONNA, TEXAS, 
TUESDAY, MARCH 30, 2021.
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she said. “They had deep concerns. We saw babies in arms being detained. We 
would hear about inadequate health care and mistreatment by guards." Even 
though the observers were only law students, Eagly added, the fact that the 
inmates had any representation at all made a difference in the process and 
getting people released. 

It was an intense introduction to a system bogged down in bureaucracy and 
shaped by years of hostility toward immigrants, extending through Democratic 
and Republican administrations. Democrats, fearing an electoral backlash, 
promoted laws increasing penalties for immigration violations.  President Trump, 
elected as an anti-immigrant crusader, carried them to new extremes. The stu-
dents learned that the backlog of cases awaiting hearings in immigration court 
numbered almost 1.4 million, according to Syracuse University’s Transactional 
Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC). Someone seeking a hearing at the Texas 
center could wait as long as 2.4 years, TRAC said.  

When Eagly's students returned from Texas, they recruited lawyers who 
would take immigration cases without charge and try to help immigrants 
through the legal maze.

UCLA SOCIOLOGY PROFESSOR Cecilia Menjivar and her students focused 
on the inequalities that immigrants found in the United States. For many, it was 

IN THIS JULY 12, 2019 FILE PHOTO, MEN STAND IN A U.S. 
IMMIGRATION AND BORDER ENFORCEMENT DETENTION 
CENTER IN MCALLEN, TEXAS, DURING A VISIT BY VICE 
PRESIDENT MIKE PENCE. ACKNOWLEDGING “THIS IS TOUGH 
STUFF,” PENCE SAID HE WAS NOT SURPRISED BY WHAT HE 
SAW AS HE TOURED THE MCALLEN BORDER PATROL STATION 
WHERE HUNDREDS OF MEN WERE KEPT IN CAGED FENCES 
WITH NO COTS AMID SWELTERING HEAT.
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U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) Detention 
Over-72-Hour Facility Locations, 
Fiscal Year 2015
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simply a continuation of the hard life they had left in Central America. 
“Because it is so difficult to access people in detention, we approached it 

through lawyers,” Menjivar said. “What we wanted to do was capture the every-
day life in detention centers. We wanted to focus on what life is like in detention 
centers. We also interviewed immigrants who had left detention.”

Menjivar recalled visiting a detention center in Eloy, Arizona, about 65 miles 
southeast of Phoenix, to attend immigration court. 

“I had to go through three gates before entering the facility, first a barbed-
wire gate, then two [more]," she said. "A guard accompanied me until I got to the 
courtroom. Six gates or doors [total] to get to the courtroom. 

“Immigrants are often moved from one place to another. Lawyers may lose 
contact with them.  Immigrants can’t be found, [are] moved to a different facility, 
sometimes to a different state. So families have to locate relatives.”

NARRO, THE UCLA LABOR Center project director, told me about students 
venturing into Pico-Union in Los Angeles, where impoverished immigrants 
from Central America and Mexico crowd into apartments, making it one of 
America’s densest neighborhoods. Some of the immigrants try to find work in 
the food industry. 

The students enroll in classes such as “Immigrants, Students and Higher 
Education,” taught by Labor Center Director Kent Wong. From these classes 
come academic studies like the center’s examination of the impact of robots on 
food workers. The studies, in turn, help shape legislation on the federal, state 
and local levels.

“Two summers ago, they did a project on gig workers,” Narro said. “We train 
students on how to survey workers. They interviewed gig drivers. They collected 
data and analyzed it, and the information was used by community activists.

“[In that way], the activists become scholars.”

SHANNON SPEED COMBINES MANY of the attributes of scholars and 
activists.

Speed is a professor of gender studies and anthropology at UCLA and director 
of the American Indian Studies Center. She also is a citizen of the Chickasaw 
Nation of Oklahoma.

The center brings together indigenous American Indian students with faculty, 
staff, alumni and members of the indigenous community. Its goal is to address 
American Indian issues and support native communities. It also acts as a bridge be-
tween the academy and indigenous peoples locally, nationally and internationally.

One of Speed’s accomplishments has been to lead a successful effort to have 
Los Angeles adopt Indigenous People’s Day, the largest city to do so. As director 
of the Community Engagement Center at the University of Texas in Austin, she 
was one of a corps of volunteers who inspected detention centers.

“We would talk [to immigrants] about how things were, what their needs 
were, how they came to be there,” she said. “Almost all had been kidnapped for 
ransom.” Now, Speed said, they had no idea when — or whether — they might 
be released from detention.

She collected some of their stories in a book, Incarcerated Stories: Indigenous 
Women Migrants and Violence in the Settler-Capitalist State. The subtitle reflects 
Speed’s thesis: that European settlers imposed a violent culture on Indians living 
throughout the length and breadth of South and North America, a violence that 
continues in the treatment of the indigenous people Speed grew up with and 
whom she and her students met every day.

“What the stories of indigenous women migrants make evident, above all 
else,” Speed wrote, “is their strength and resilience as they seek to free them-
selves of the oppression and violence that mark their lives.”

These are the lessons, learned in migrant communities, that students and 
their academic and activist mentors will take with them as the United States 
meets its ongoing challenge of immigration, with its newest confrontation: this 
one between those who approve of Afghan resettlement and those who do not.

There is work left to do: Even as Americans have voiced their sympathy for 
Afghans who helped U.S. soldiers fight the 20-year war in Afghanistan, the Post-
ABC News poll shows that 27% of Americans opposes resettling Afghans here. 

“ WHAT THE STORIES 
OF INDIGENOUS 
WOMEN MIGRANTS 
MAKE EVIDENT, 
ABOVE ALL ELSE, IS 
THEIR STRENGTH 
AND RESILIENCE.”
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INTERVIEW BY  

JIM NEWTON

Visionary and humanitarian, Gehry creates buildings and communities that 
serve people and satisfy the soul

A
FRANK

GEHRY

RCHITECT
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BLUEPRINT:	� The last time we talked, you were still 
wading through the debates over the Ei-
senhower Memorial in Washington. It's all 
done now. I haven’t seen the memorial yet, 
but congratulations.

FRANK GEHRY:	 I haven’t seen it either. I keep getting good 
reviews for it. The Eisenhower family loves it. … I’m in good graces 
with them. I always liked them.

There’s a lot of bad karma in Washington. Those commissions and 
stuff, and who’s telling who what. It took a long time to cut through 
it, to meet with the politicians who were involved, who were against 
it, just to show them and prove to them that we were trying to do 
this the right way, that we were respecting the family and all that.

BLUEPRINT:	� As you work around the world, are there things 
that you find that make some cities great in 
architecture and others not? Are there char-
acteristics of greatness when it comes to the 
architectural landscape of a city?

FRANK GEHRY:	 American cities are founded on different prin-
ciples. Capitalism reigns. I’m not denouncing it. It’s part of our world, 
but it does set the pace and opportunities for real estate investment 
and things like that.

Generally, [cities] follow patterns of growth. Wilshire Boulevard 
forms a strong east-west connection, and Sunset Boulevard and 
Santa Monica Boulevard and Olympic — they connect the city. I 
don’t think an architect designed that. Nobody set that up. It’s just 
natural to the hills and the terrain.

And then the north-south streets hit the wall of the mountains, 
and they go south until they hit the water. 

So the natural terrain sets the pattern. And when you build 
in a city, people take advantage of the natural terrain for views 
and values. When the city grows like this one did, like all of them 
do, those values tend to be lost and forgotten. You end up with a 
mélange: some nice places and some bad places, some places that 
could get better and some places that seem to get worse.

I don’t think we’re in control that much, architects. We’re after-
the-fact. We have to get hired by somebody who comes to a place. 
If you’re lucky you get selected for something like Disney Hall, or 
a marina, or the Star Wars guy who’s building a museum. [George 
Lucas, the  Star Wars creator, is bringing the Lucas Museum of 
Narrative Art to Exposition Park. The museum is being designed by 
Ma Yasong.] Those are offers of generosity and spirit that help make 
a place better. So I think it’s same-old: Each generation responds to 
what’s there. 

Eli Broad, for example, was a big influence in downtown, in L.A. 
I didn’t always like him. I had my problems with him.

BLUEPRINT:	� I’m aware that you had your differences.

FRANK GEHRY:	 But in the end, we did good. It was because of 
him that I ended up doing Grand Avenue, the commercial develop-
ment, which I wasn’t excited about getting involved with, to tell you 
the truth. I thought, “Big developer from New York, how are they 
going to play it here?” 

But it worked out great, I think. I’m proud of the building. It’s 
a decent commercial building. It’s not fancy, hey-look-at-me archi-
tecture. It’s comfortable and deals with the issues of being at that 
location and the relationship to the cultural district and to an area 
that is becoming more and more defined as a cultural area, so this is a PH
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NO BUILDING IN LOS ANGELES more 
brilliantly captures this region than Frank 
Gehry’s iconic Disney Hall. And no story 
of a building — the initial uncertainty 
about its radical look; the protracted gov-
ernment-approval process; the long delays 
in fundraising; a two-year shutdown of 
the project beginning in 1994; and then its 
triumphant resumption, conclusion and 
astonished reception — better comprehends 
this area’s frustration and promise.

Gehry himself is a part of that. A native 
of Ontario, Canada, he grew up here and 
worked for decades producing important but 
only slightly noticed work until winning the 
1987 competition to build Disney Hall and 
leaping into the first rank of international 
architects. Since then, Gehry’s work has 
illuminated the world. Now 92, he is among 
the planet’s most sought-after architects, as 
gentle and humane as he is visionary.

Gehry’s projects are arresting — and 
sometimes controversial. He famously 
designed the home of Eli Broad, Los 
Angeles’ great modern benefactor, only 
to fight with Broad over costs and delays. 
Gehry eventually left that project, only to 
be reunited with Broad on Disney Hall, 
when Broad helped lead the revitalized 
fundraising effort that brought the hall 
into existence. Broad died last April, and 
Gehry, in this interview, reflects fondly on 
their past differences.

Gehry and Blueprint editor Jim Newton 
have been acquainted for more than a 
decade, first getting to know one another 
over their shared interest in President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower. Newton is the 
author of Eisenhower: The White House 
Years, and Gehry designed the national 
Eisenhower Memorial, which, after debates 
and delays, was dedicated in September 
2020 on the Washington Mall. Gehry and 
Newton spoke this summer via Zoom.

34    TABLE TALK    BLUEPRINT / FALL 21

UCLLU21001 Blueprint Issue14 Fall21 R4 split moved.indd   34UCLLU21001 Blueprint Issue14 Fall21 R4 split moved.indd   34 11/16/21   8:57 AM11/16/21   8:57 AM



commercial piece of a cultural district. … And we were able to keep it 
at a moderate scale. It didn’t fly out of hand. The buildings are lower.

So to get back to your original question, it’s piecemeal: If you’re 
lucky, you get a chance; mostly you don’t — most of the deciders 
aren’t art-smart or architecture-smart. …

[Still], you get these kernels of beauty.

BLUEPRINT:	� I don’t know that I’ve ever spoken with you 
about this, though it’s something I’ve talk-
ed with Eli Broad and former mayor Dick 
Riordan and others about, and that’s the 
idea of Disney Hall as not just a beautiful 
and historic building but also as a symbol of 
L.A.’s ability to get back on its feet post-ri-
ots and post-Northridge earthquake. It’s 
your building, of course. Do you look at it 
that way?

FRANK GEHRY:	 Well, the start of that was way back with Ernest 
Fleischmann [longtime executive director of the Los Angeles Phil-
harmonic]. Eli was not involved at that point … nor was he involved 
with L.A. Phil then. …

I think that when Eli really got interested in playing a role in 
the city, he already was very involved in contemporary art. He was 
collecting furiously and famously. He asked me to do [his] house, 
which was brave of him. It didn’t work out so good. But I was over 
there the other day, and it looks pretty good. …

Before all that, before Bunker Hill, I used to live on 9th Street 
and Burlington. We were very poor. I walked to work at a jewelry 

store on 3rd Street. It was at the 
bottom of Angels Flight. Down-
town was different. At the top 

of Angels Flight was a beautiful section of Victorian homes. They 
got moved for Bunker Hill redevelopment. The redevelopment tore 
out the historic heart of the city and brought all new stuff to it. …

That’s when the lightning struck to do the opera house and the 
concert hall. … The notion to create a cultural center was starting to 
foment there with those people [the Chandlers, Fleischmann and 
others]. Their view of it, for sure, had no interest in Frank Gehry. 
When I got put in the saddle, everybody — the Chandlers, even the 
Disney family — was horror-struck. I couldn’t remember ever having 
had such antagonism. I hadn’t done anything yet. I did a little house in 
Santa Monica for $50,000 and used corrugated metal and chain link 
[Gehry’s Santa Monica house was one of his first notable projects].

But culture prevailed. Zubin Mehta and the Phil became very 
important. People from all over the world would come and play with 
them. … And it was that which gave them courage to say, “OK, let’s 
go forward [with a new hall].”

BLUEPRINT:	� Tell me about the river. What’s the place 
of the L.A. River in the future of L.A., and 
what’s the status of your proposal there?

FRANK GEHRY:	 This is the longest story in history.

BLUEPRINT:	� Well, tell a short version of it.

FRANK GEHRY:	 OK. I’ll try. A couple of guys from Hollywood 
said they were sent by the mayor to ask me to look at the L.A. River. 
Nice guys. They said New York had a High Line, and they were doing 
great with that, and didn’t I think that we had 51 miles of beautiful 
[river] landscape? Well, it wasn’t all beautiful, but we could make it 
beautiful — and the river could become a connector of the whole 
city. You look at it and you say: “God, yes, it could. …”
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GEHRY'S DISNEY HALL, IN DOWN-
TOWN LOS ANGELES
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I had to remind them 
that the High Line was 
a rusty old bridge, and 
they had been thinking 
of tearing it down. Some-
body put some plants on 
it, and it happened to be 
in the right space, and it 
created a beautiful area.

I thought that the 
river, which I didn’t have 
personal knowledge of, 
was a flood control proj-
ect and had a mandate of 

its own. But I said I would look into it, and I did. I did it pro bono. We 
spent a couple of years studying every bit of geography, the social 
issues along that 51 miles, the economics, the dangers of flooding 
and what that scene in the community did, cutting through these 
areas. We brought in experts from all over. We studied it so many 
different ways. 

Everybody wants to take the concrete out and make it a sylvan 
landscape. The damn problem is that 2% of the time [it floods]. This 
makes you think, “That’s nothing. We can handle that.” But it’s a 
terrible thing. Just last year, at the bend in the river in Atwater 
Village, I saw bicycles in the trees.

BLUEPRINT:	� That 2% is a bad 2%.

FRANK GEHRY:	 It’s bad, and you can’t get rid of it. So you have 
to keep the concrete. …

We looked around for solutions, and the one that seemed ready 
at hand was what’s happening along freeways, where communities, 
in Seattle especially, are covering the freeway and running parks 
over the top. And that’s done with a rational budget. You can do it. …

It’s possible to put parallel walls in the river bottom — concrete 
walls that run parallel to the water — that would give you a post to 
span the 600 feet more economically. Once you do that, you can put 
four feet of dirt on the top, and you have a park. … This is the least 
expensive way to get this. Should you do the whole river? I don’t 
know. You don’t have to. …

South of L.A. comes up on the map as a serious red zone for lack 
of open space, pollution from the freeway and other stuff, economic 
problems. The population is struggling to exist financially. And they 

don’t have any open space. They don’t have any parks. There are a 
couple other places along the river, mostly south of L.A. and one 
area up in Canoga Park. So it seems like, if you could create park 
space in those areas, you could do a public health service for those 
communities, and then rebuild them.

So what else could you do along those areas to make it more of 
a social justice project? You could look into the education issues. 
What’s happening with schools? A lot of the schools along there 
— in South Gate, Bell and Bell Gardens, for instance — are having 
problems, dropouts and so on. So we started a program of turn-
around arts — Michelle Obama started it, actually, when she was 
first lady — that brings an arts educator to these schools and starts 
to reinvigorate them by bringing arts into the equation, which turns 
the kids on. They get involved. That’s something I’ve been working 
on a long time. My sister who is a teacher develops programs around 
that, art-based learning.

And so we funded 10 schools along the South Gate area with 
turnarounds. Four or five of them are already in operation. There’s 
a new transit stop that hits right at the confluence of the two riv-
ers [the L.A. River and Rio Hondo]. We were able to show that we 
could create 40 acres of park, 30 acres of new park with a cover and 
connected to spaces that could become parks. That’s within walking 
distance of South Gate, the center that we’re proposing. That’s within 
walking distance of the 10 schools that we’re funding. And so you 
start to create a place that becomes more user-friendly, more uplifting 
and more health-conscious. … We’ve done it in great detail, and we 
have a proposal.

We figured out the budget for the cover. It’s about $800 million 
to get the 40 acres. And the center that we’re proposing, which is a 
cultural venue with dance and theater and all kinds of other things. 
We've designed it. It would be $150 million for that. And I think we 
have a third of it. So we’re fundraising.

We’re getting the schools up. We’re looking for housing. That’s 
another part of it. And I think there are people asking us to help find 
that. We have governmental help. [County Supervisor] Hilda Solis 
is supporting it, as are all the supervisors. As is Gov. Newsom, who 
came to us when we first started this study and said he would be 
for it a million percent.

BLUEPRINT:	 �If you don’t mind my saying, this sounds much 
larger than an architectural project. It’s not a 
building. You’re really creating a community.

FRANK GEHRY:	 That’s right. We are building buildings, but 
they’re very industrial. They’re not fancy architecture. They’re very 
inexpensive, in the spirit of the Temporary Contemporary. It’s ware-
house kind of space with as much flourish as we could get.

But we create a street, and the street connects to a 500-seat YOLA 
[Youth Orchestra of Los Angeles] concert hall, which is just a box 
with the floating seats that I love to do, hung inside. And it would 
be spectacular.

BLUEPRINT:	 �I don’t mean to sound ungrateful — just the 
opposite — but this sounds like a project 
for government.

FRANK GEHRY:	 It is. [Assembly Speaker Anthony] Rendon has 
been very helpful. He got the first $45 million or $50 million. He’s 
very culture-oriented. He’s well-educated in the arts. He also brought 
in the supervisors and the other people.

The other thing that hasn’t been mentioned is that we didn’t do 
this in a vacuum. We spent a lot of time meeting with the community 
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leaders in each one of those towns. And they all have very different 
attitudes. Some of them just want to build casinos and get on with 
it. But most of them, when they saw what we were trying to do, got 
into it. We’re not going to lay a thing on them. They are given chances 
to veto or say things. We’re listening a lot.

BLUEPRINT:  What’s your sense of the sustainability of 
L.A.’s civic leadership in this area at this 
point? Is big stuff still within the reach of 
this city and region?

FRANK GEHRY: I think there are a lot of people who are [en-
gaged] in this. I see it on the Philharmonic board. There are commu-
nity leaders like the Coburn family, many others. There are a lot of 
generous people who have done well in the market and are looking 
to give back. As did Eli.

BLUEPRINT:  What I’m wondering is not so much whether 
there are wealthy, generous people. I take 
that as a given. But wealthy, generous peo-
ple need guidance. If I had a billion dollars 
and I wanted to make L.A. better or more 
beautiful, I’m not really sure how I would go 
about doing that. How does L.A. compare to 
Berlin or Warsaw or New York City in terms 
of the engagement of those people?

FRANK GEHRY: American philanthropies are so different from 
the Europeans. In France, for instance, the government picks up 
everything. Their philanthropy goes to different venues.

I kind of have gotten to know the L.A. group, a little bit of New 
York. … They’re all different. They have different tastes. San Fran-
cisco is very conservative. New York has their favorite architects. 
I’m not one of them.

BLUEPRINT:  You have a couple of beautiful buildings in 
New York.

FRANK GEHRY: Yeah, it seems so. I’m not complaining.

But there are different points of view in different parts of the 
world. That’s probably the way it has to be and probably the way it 
should be.

BLUEPRINT:  If you were building Disney Hall in Los An-
geles today, do you think it would be easier?

FRANK GEHRY: I think you would have similar problems. You 
can see it in these boards in smaller towns. They’re provincial. They 
don’t have the vision, so they’re going with sort of simple metrics that 
are leading to just the opposite effect from what they say they want.

That’s scary to me. And you see it in L.A., in some of the commu-
nities. It’s the same with American politics that went all the way to 

the top. After we had Roosevelt and Eisenhower and Johnson and 
Kennedy, how did we get here?

Every once in a while, somebody appears who has a positive point 
of view and is reasonably supportive to do something. People like 
me just wait around for that to happen. I don’t go out looking for it. 

The developer world has its political ties and connections and 
obviously is running a lot of the show. The built environment — 
most of it is being built that way, for business reasons, and not always 
with the best of intentions and priorities. It’s hard work. We have to 
really work hard, and we have to train our offspring to understand 
that we have to work at it. We have to devote time to it. It’s scary now 
with the global warming thing and the virus taking front and center.

BLUEPRINT:  Are you building buildings differently know-
ing that climate change is upon us?

FRANK GEHRY: I hope so. I think so, as much as we can. There 
are efficiencies that help. [Note: Gehry developed Gehry Technologies 
to address ways to make construction more efficient, largely through the 
improved and increased use of software in design, and more responsive to 
issues of climate change. He sold the company to a software design firm 
known as Trimble in 2014. He also has pioneered the use of 3D models to 
conduct energy analyses of buildings.]

BLUEPRINT:  What should Los Angeles be doing more of, or 
doing better, to prepare itself for the future?

FRANK GEHRY: There should be a more even distribution of 
park space, open space. You get into the design of schools and public 
buildings and how they’re made, and unfortunately, it becomes a 
“taste” thing. It becomes a visual thing, and you can say you don’t 
like it. Or you like it. Or it’s the architect’s ego, or something else. 
That’s mostly not true. Most of my profession is hidebound by an 
economic construct. It doesn’t give you time or space to be egregious-
ly self-aggrandizing. It’s not that kind of profession. People will try 
to make it that in the press sometimes, but it’s really not. …

God bless anybody who can make a humanistic response that 
engages people and makes them feel better. It doesn’t have to look 
like something I like, or that anybody else likes.

It’s a tall mountain to climb. It’s only a small percentage of the 
architectural profession that gets to really innovate or really address 
social issues.

I just think [we need] a little more public-serving, humani-
ty-serving attitude. What would be nice for kids to play in? Where 
would be a nice place to live and stay and meet with other people?

BLUEPRINT:  It sounds very simple. I’m sure it’s not simple 
to execute, but it’s very simple to express.

FRANK GEHRY: Yes. It’s up to all of us to sign onto that. That 
seems to be harder to do. Politics gets in the way. If you talk like I 
do, [you’re] a socialist. I’m only 92. I have a long way to go. 

What the stories of indigenous women migrants make evident, 
above all else, is their strength and resilience.
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CLOSING NOTE:  

OBSTACLES AND OPPORTUNITIES

WHICH ARE GREATER, the challenges facing Los Angeles or the oppor-

tunities to meet them? The research and civic leaders featured in this issue 

of Blueprint are evidence of the magnitude of both.

The challenges are considerable: Immigrants are arriving daily from 

around the world, some ready for work, others destitute and desperate. 

Income is stratified, with astonishing pockets of wealth virtually adjacent 

to dismaying swaths of poverty. Housing is in short supply, stretching even 

middle-class residents, and pushing some of the very poor into homeless-

ness. Squalid encampments mock the region’s claims to affluence. And 

traffic? Well, try hurrying across town on a Friday evening.

But opportunities are abundant as well: The same immigrants who need 

places to live and schools for their children bring energy and excitement 

to the region, in everything from its food to its economy. Housing policy, 

once an afterthought, has moved squarely to the center of the political 

agenda. Planners and researchers are experimenting with design and 

transportation innovations that could revolutionize the way Angelenos 

live, work and move about.

It is perhaps the range of innovation that is most striking. As the articles 

in this issue reveal, academics and planners are studying ways to redirect 

traffic and parking. They are developing new ways of thinking about the 

design and density of housing. Legislators and voters, in part driven by 

the tragedy of homelessness, are exploring new ideas for promoting more 

affordable housing. Students and teachers are immersing themselves in 

Los Angeles communities and in controversies at the border to study and 

assist new arrivals, as well as help this city’s working people. If L.A.’s future 

is bright, it is because so many people are striving toward it.

It’s also noteworthy that these ideas are being explored against 

different histories. As Jon Regardie explains in his article about conges-

tion pricing, that is not an idea new with Los Angeles, but it has specific 

potential, as well as resistance, here, where residents are accustomed to 

free public roads that are not a commodity subject to tolls or otherwise 

managed. Similarly, L.A.’s housing crunch is the object of close analy-

sis by UCLA professor Stephanie Pincetl, who has clear eyes about the 

complexity of its politics. Meanwhile, immigration and labor are vital to 

L.A. and its future, but the best ways to address them combine research 

and activism, a sense that Los Angeles needs to be studied and lived in 

at the same time.

On balance, the tension between challenge and potential gives 

thoughtful leaders reason for optimism. Frank Gehry designed L.A.’s most 

beautiful building, the arresting Disney Hall, and he is now designing new 

and inviting places to work and learn and celebrate our culture along the 

Los Angeles River. Antonia Hernandez, who came here in the third grade 

from her native Mexico and went on to graduate from UCLA and UCLA 

Law School, is addressing the region’s needs as executive director of the 

California Community Foundation. 

“We’ve come to accept the messiness of life here ... the liberties, the 

opportunities,” she said in a conversation with Blueprint. “And I think we’re 

melding the good of what this country has to offer with the communal 

sense. That’s where liberal democracy will succeed.”

Hernandez is onto something. Los Angeles must recognize both its 

messiness and its potential. Both are true and true at the same time. She, 

along with others in this issue, remind us that, although there is plenty to 

do, Los Angeles has abundant resources to work with. 

— Jim Newton
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