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Some USC neighbors worry that a project to redevelop a shopping
center near campus will destabilize the area rather than enhance it

SANDY BaX

It’sthe most
ambitious
construction
projectin
South Los
Angelesin
decades:

The Uni-
versity of
Southern
Csalifornia plans to replace
its ancient University Vil-
lage shopping center on the
edge of campus with a $800-
million, multistory complex
of stores, office buildings
and dormitories.

USC officials callthe
project an “economic ei-,
gine” that will generate
thousands of jobs, make the
area around campiis more
attractive and provide
enough student dormitory
space to free up housing for
neighborhood families.

But some of USC’s neigh-
bors don't see the project as
apromise of prosperity, but
as athreat to their neigh-
borhood’s tenuous stability:

Pat Diaz has lived for 56
yearsin ahouse a short walk

_from campus. She doesn’t
see anything wrong with the
University Village, with its
breakfast specials at Den-
ny’s and $5 movie tickets.

" Now she’sjoined g small
coalition of groups mount-
ing what she calls a “David-
and-Goliath” campaign to
force USCto spend more of
the project’s budget to help
low-income families wholive
neay campus.

They are worried that
theyli be priced out of their
homes —that the project
will erabolden greedy land-
lords, sink struggling small
businesses, and draw new
stores and restaurants that
current residents can’t
afford.

The project hasthe
potential to reshape abroad
swath of South Los Angeles,
pushing fariities out and
shifting poverty south, said
Paulina Gongales, director
of Strategic Actionsfora
Just Beonomy, one ofthe -
coglition members.

“It's not enough for the
university to create moye
gstudent housing. You have
to create the conditions that
allow families to stayinthe
commurities.”

That means “jobs, hous-
ing and smail businesses,”
she said. ’

ImetwithDiazanda
group oflocal residents over
pandulce onthe patio of
Celaya Bakery, inbusiness
for 40 years near the campus
on Vermont Avenue,

Now Moreno has noticed
another demographic shift.
Thepercentage of Latino
families is shrinking, and
the neighborhood is becom-
ing more student-centric.
The USC project, he wor-
ries, will only aceelerate that
trend.

No one Italked with
wants to block the project.
USChasbeenagoodneigh-
bor, theysaid.

“Wewant to support the
development,” Diaz said.
“We're just asking them to
beregponsible, to consider
our community’s needs.”

They want USCtospend -

$20 million to expand afford-
able housing options, com-
mit fo filling 40% ofthe
project’s 12,008 jobs with
local residents, provide
financialhelp and expertise
for existing smalt busi-
nesses, and increase the
number of dermitory beds
the project will create from
1,200t0 4,000.

USC’s senior vice presi-
dent of university relations,
Thomés 3. Sayles, said
some of those requirements
are close to being met.
Thirty percent of the con-
gtructionjobs willgoto,
locals, and at least $8 mil-
lion wilt go inte a housing
trust.

- Councilwoman Jan
Perry, who represents the
arez arcund USC, has or-
genized a negotiating team
to consider the rest.

Sayles said heunder-
standsresidents’ fearsthat
the project willraise the
neighborbicod’s profile, and
perhapsits cost ofliving as
well.

“There are ma_rl«:gt forces

1

atwork.... And I camt really
predict what’s goingto
happen withrents. ButI

know the neighborhcod will |

get better,” he said. “What
we're hoping is what we do
willirnprove theneigh-
borhood for everyone.”

But that's not what some
neighbors foresee.

Changes already under-
way — including the new .
ExpoLine, and the proxm-
ity of LA Live — have made
the area more appea]mgto
youngpeople. |

Landlords have betrun
courting them, converting
family-friendly apartments
to student housing, charg-.
inghigher rents and trying
tokick families out, ac-
cordingiolongiime resi-
dents.

Sergio Barrientoslives in
an apartment buildingon. -
Flower Street, a few steps
from an Fxpo stop.

He pays $612 2 month for
a single, with ancient appli-
ances and a threadbare
carpet.

He'slived in the area for
18 years. “If was all families,”
he said. “You wouldn't even
see a student ask foraplace
toive.” )

Now only 13 ofthe 33 -
units in his building are
rented by farnilies, “ITyou
are ons daylate with the
rent, the landlords will try o

: emct you,” he said.

Thenthey putin fresh
carpets and fancy ceiting
fans and rent to students, be
said, for $300 a month more
than he pays. '

There’s clearly tension

between residenis and

students. But the notion
that onegains only atthe
expense of the other drags
everyone dowm.

The USCplanwilllbe
dizcussed Tuesday by the
City Couneil’s Planning and
Land Use Management
Committee. Thereisstila
lot of work o be done before
it’svoted on. ‘

“The important thing
about ali of thisis to look at
feelings versus facts and see
where they meet,” Perry
said.

So far, the feelings seem
tobe carrying the day, but
the facts are gaining.

- “T dowt think theres
anybody that doesn’t want
the project,” said Sayles.
“It’s just the question of
what we havetopayto =
nroceed.”

For Diaz, who has testi-
fied before the council and
organized her neighbors,
the process has taught her

© more gbout people than

about politics, she'satd.

“Nobody in my world has
everhad a scholarshipto
USC,” sald Diaz. “Thad a
sterectype of the schooi,
and the USC students — all
wealthy.... All Tknew about
the students was they'd cut
in front of me in line at the
bank ... or run me down on
the sidewalk when they
were texting and riding their
bikes.”

I wasn't until she start-
ed working with the coali-
tion that shereglized “soine
of those students grew up
right here in my neigh-

* horhood.”
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