
L.A. Story:  
From Gray to Green in a Semi-Arid Megalopolis  

Border Green Infrastructure Forum 
Tucson, AZ 

May 20, 2015 
 

Presented by Edith de Guzman 
Director of Research, TreePeople  

L.A. Story, 1991 



www.fun-with-words.com 



www.fun-with-words.com 



TreePeople Founded in 1973 



TreePeople’s Mission 

 
   To inspire, engage and support 
the people of Los Angeles to take 

personal responsibility for the 
urban environment, making it 

healthy, fun, safe and sustainable 
– and share the process as a 

model for the world. 
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A Climate-Resilient Los Angeles 



Urban Forest? 

Street with no tree canopy, Los Angeles 



Urban Heat 



Urban Heat 

Dr. Alex Hall, UCLA, “Mid-Century Warming in the Los Angeles Region,” c-change.la/temperature  



Water Management? 

Headwaters of the Los Angeles River 



Map courtesy of Council for Watershed Health 

Tucson 



Less water available for import 

Photos: www.aquafornia.com 



The drought 

http://www.nnvl.noaa.gov/MediaDetail2.php?MediaID=1483&MediaTypeID=1 







Water Management? 

Headwaters of the Los Angeles River 



Residential  rain garden in Los Angeles 

Stormwater infiltration infrastructure beneath Elmer Avenue Project 

Watershed Management 



Urban Heat Island 



Urban Forest 



 
To change the way the city looks 

and functions, we must 
change the way government 

agencies and communities 
manage the city. 

 

How can we shift from gray to green? 



Nature is the model 

Green Infrastructure 

Biomimicry  

Low Impact Development 

Ecosystem Management 

Collaborative Governance 

Multiple-Benefit Projects 



 



Where  
Los Angeles 
Started 
 
Disintegrated 
approach wastes 
resources, duplicates 
efforts and imposes 
unsustainable 
practices. 
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Where  
Los Angeles 
Needs to Be 
 
Integrated approach  
also creates jobs and 
liberates funds for 
emerging green 
technologies. 

Shifting to Integrated 
Management 



Partners – Local, State, Federal and NGO 



The shift began in Los Angeles in the 1990s 

CRISIS 
 

• Environmental, social 
and economic 
unrest – Rodney King 
riots, raising the walls 
of the L.A. River 

 
 

OPPORTUNITY 
 

• Design charrette to 
redesign Los Angeles 

• Demonstration project 
to prove technical, 
economic, social 
feasibility of green 
infrastructure 

• Cost-benefit/co-
investment model to 
show benefits 





• Los Angeles Flood Control Division creates 

Watershed Management Division 

• L.A. City Stormwater Management becomes 

Watershed Protection Division 

• Sun Valley Watershed: first large-scale demo 

• Integrated Resources Plan for Water  

• $500 Million Bond Passed in 2004 (Proposition O) 

• Integrated Regional Water Management law 
 
 

 

Impacts and Changes  



Current Efforts  
 

• One Water 

• Enhanced Water Management Plans 

• L.A. City Stormwater Capture Master Plan 

• L.A. Basin Stormwater Conservation Study 

• L.A. River revitalization 

• Multi-Agency Collaborative (LA City & County) 
 



CRISIS 
 
• Climate change 

impacts and forecasts – 

water/heat 

• Drought 

• Cost of imported water 

• Water quality non-

compliance 
 

The shift continues today 

OPPORTUNITY 
 
• Public awareness/pressure 

• Political will to collaborate 

• Ramp up to the tipping 

point – status quo, not 

“demonstration” 
 

 



Lessons Learned 
 
1. Collaboration/integration is essential, though it is not 

always easy to achieve 
2. Co-investment/integration makes the impossible 

possible  
3. The multi-benefit approach opens up multiple 

partnerships and leads to no-regrets, future-proof 
projects and programs  

4. Priorities might change, but co-equal environmental, 
social and economic goals do not – and they 
provide the best guiding principles 

5. Public engagement – not just outreach or education 
– is part of the solution 



The Next Phase of Integration 

1. Full-time integrated planning, construction, 
operations 

2. Integrated funding for capital projects, 
maintenance and operations 

3. Regulatory timelines aligned & authority 
shared 

4. Partner/hosts have liability protection 
5. Federal>State>Local program integration 



Thank you! 
 

 
Edith de Guzman 

Director of Research, TreePeople 
edeguzman@treepeople.org 
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