
 

 

 

December 14, 2021 

 

Hon. Members of the Planning Commission 

County of Los Angeles   

Kenneth Hahn Hall of Administration  

500 West Temple St. Ste 383  

Los Angeles, CA 90012 

 

submitted via electronic mail:  ichi@planning.lacounty.gov  

 

Re:   Comments of the Building Industry Association of Southern California, Inc., Los 

 Angeles/Venture Chapter, concerning the Los Angeles County General Plan – Safety 

 Element Update 

 

Dear Chair and Commissioners, 

 

The Los Angeles/Ventura Chapter of the Building Industry Association of Southern California, Inc. 

(BIA-LAV) is a non-profit trade association focused on building housing for all. BIA-LAV and our 

members have long supported sustainability, fire safety, environmental resiliency, and mitigation 

strategies related to environmemntal risks.  On behalf of our membership, we respectfully provide 

these comments on the Draft Safety Element Update (“Safety Element”).1   

 

The perspective of homebuilders should be considered and included in the final Safety Element 

document.  Providing new homes at all levels of affordability is a critical and recognized policy 

objective set forth in the recently adopted Housing Element; and it is the homebuilders who will or 

will not provide that housing.  In light of the broader housing goals that we all share, BIA-LAV is 

extremely concerned about recent layering of new General Plan policies which, taken together, work 

to unduly constrain our members’ ability to produce needed housing by constricting the geographic 

areas that can be developed.   

Just recently, the County adopted a new Housing Element while largely rejecting the comments that 

BIA-LAV submitted for consideration.  The result is a Housing Element that is unduly and very 

strongly tilted toward high-density, transit-oriented development, to the great prejudice of other 

typologies and opportunities.   Similarly, the County’s proposed Land Use Element Policy, which is 

being processed concurrently, would – if finalized as proposed – be unduly constrictive in terms of 

housing opportunities and density prescriptions.   Taken altogether, these new policies, some adopted 

and some still proposed, will both prejudice many housing projects and operate to deprive County 

staff and decision-makers of the discretion and flexibility to meet the County’s housing needs. 

Concerning the Safety Element specifically, our members appreciate fully the need to provide 

opportunities to meet housing goals very carefully in light of the potential risks that are associated with 

natural and man-made hazards.  The introduction to the Safety Element quotes language from the 

 

1 Safety Element Public Hearing Draft (12/2/21), Exhibit B, Report to the Regional Planning 

Commission, December 2, 2021. 
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Government Code noting the general plan safety element is to be crafted “for the protection of the 

community from any unreasonable risks associated with the effects” of various identified hazards and 

events such as seismic events, flooding and mudslides/landslides.2  This statutory quote recognizes that 

safety element goals, policies and objectives cannot eliminate all risks to development, and implies 

that reasonable risks may remain so long as they are properly addressed through mitigation and 

community design.   

 

For example, all of the County is seismically active.  Of course, it is impossible to eliminate all risk 

to development from seismic events unless development were prohibited altogether.  Instead, 

building codes designed to take seismic risks into account can reasonably mitigate those risks in most 

circumstances, such that “unreasonable risks” are ameliorated.  That is why circumspection and 

balance are needed to address and avoid “unreasonable risks” in planning and related policies.   

When identifying land that is suitable for new homes and communities, the risks that vary by degree 

and from place to place should be addressed and accepted as long as they can be mitigated and 

reduced to a reasonable level.  Given the need for careful balancing, our members are concerned that 

many of the policies proposed in the Safety Element do not strike an appropriate balance between the 

need to avoid “unreasonable risks” against the ability to demonstrate the mitigation of risk to 

appropriate levels thorough technology, planning techniques, community design, construction 

methods, and the like.   

Below we address the two main proposed policy shifts reflected in the Safety Element – specifically 

related to flood and fire hazards.  These proposed polcies will, if they are included in the final safety 

element when adopted, substantially chill and stultify housing development in the County by unduly 

restricting development, including the supply of new housing. 

Flood and Inundation Hazards 

The proposed new policy regarding development within the County’s Flood Hazard Zones is  unduly 

restrictive, and seemingly questions whether some unarticulated range of housing opportunities even 

benefits the public.  The proposed amendment is as follows: 

Policy S 23.1: Strongly Ddiscourage new development in the County’s Flood Hazard 

Zones, unless it solely provides a public benefit. 

The language essentially says that development which “solely” provides a public benefit is fine, but 

all other development is strongly discouraged.  First, it is unclear what the phrase “solely provides a 

public benefit” even means.  In many respects, any and all new housing built during a housing crisis, 

such as the current one, provides a needed public benefit.  Therefore, what, if any, new housing 

should be “strongly” discouraged because it does not solely provide a public benefit?  If the language 

is intended to prohibit a significant proportion of potential new housing from being built within the 

County’s Flood Hazard Zones, then it does so uncritically and without acknowledging the ability to 

mitigate hazards.  The County should be adopting policies that better serve the whole of its 10 

million citizens, including those who presently lack homeownership, desired housing, suitable 

housing, or even any housing at all. 

 

 

2 Government Code, Sec. 65302(g)(1) (emphasis added). 
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We therefore recommend a much more balance approach, as follows: 

Policy S 23.1: Strongly Ddiscourage new development in the County’s Flood Hazard 

Zones, unless it solely provides a public benefit where an unreasonable risk of 

damage to life or property cannot be reduced through construction methods and other 

appropriate mitigation. 

Fire Hazards 

The County already has a robust fire inspection management system that enforces standards for new 

construction. These efforts work in tandem with State level regulations, including the California Code 

of Regulations (CCR), which includes Title 14, Natural Resources Department of Forestry & Fire 

Protection, Chapter 7: Fire Protection, Article 2: Emergency Access and Egress, and the Wildland-

Urban Interface (WUI).  Where these regulations are implemented, coupled with sound community 

design, they successfully reduce risks from wildfire even in new, so-called “greenfield” communities 

built off the edge of existing communities.  The finalized safety element should take into account the 

advances in fire safety and overall hazard mitigation that would allow flexibility in locating new 

housing throughout the County. 

 

Instead, the Safety Element notes that many County residents currently reside within the WUI, and 

then oddly concludes that any new development “within the WUI and VHFHSZ represents an 

enormous risk to a significant proportion of Los Angeles County residents.”  Nowhere in the discussion 

is there any mention of mitigation strategies that can be implemented to reduce the risk from fire, 

particularly within new master planned communities of the types that thoughtfully incorporate fire 

mitigation strategies and prevention measures.  Risks from wildfire can be mitigated vis-à-vis  new 

housing construction because of the success of our recent State Building Codes combined with sound 

localized planning and defensible space maintenance. 3     

 

Rather than recognize that wildfire risks can be safely managed and mitigated, proposed Policy S 4.1 

constitutes an extreme and extremely constrictive policy, prohibiting any and all new subdivision 

developments in VHFSZs “unless entirely surrounded by existing development…”  Such a proposed 

 
3  The relatively new master-planned community of Rancho Mission Viejo in south Orange County 

is typical or many examples of how new town and exurban wildfire risks can be greatly reduced.   

It’s fire protection program was examibed and highlighted in the Urban Land Institute’s 2020 

report on wildfire resilience strategies.  It was recognized and applauded for using fire resilient 

strategies throughout the entire community, and not just for the homes on the wildland edge.  Their 

specific program includes a 110 to 170 foot defensible space perimeter around the community 

determined by the same type of computer modeling that firefighters use to determine fire risks like 

vegetation growth and wind patterns.  Homeowners must also follow strict landscaping policies 

that encourage fire-resistant native plants and ban a growing list of non-native species like fire-

loving eucalyptus and palm trees.  Newer master-planned communities in Los Angeles County, 

such as the Newhall Ranch and Centennial projects, incorporate similarly proven and effective fire 

resilient strategies.  
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absolute prohibition would replace existing, relative flexible policy, which discourages high density 

and intensity developments in VHFSZs.  Specifically, the proposed new policy provides: 

Policy S 34.1: Discourage high density and intensity development in VHFHSZs. 

Prohibit new subdivisions in VHFHSZs unless entirely surrounded by existing built 

development, will connect to public infrastructure, and the level of service capacity of 

adjoining major highways can accommodate evacuation. Discourage subdivisions in 

all other FHSZs. 

The proposed policy would draw a solid line – and new urban growth boundary – where existing 

development meets any VHFHSZ throughout the County.   And by discouraging all subdivisions in 

all other FHSZs, the proposed policy would effectively remove 50% of the County from being 

utilized to address the present housing crisis and future housing needs.  The policy change also 

creates potential conflict with and confusion concerning existing, approved specific plans for which 

development is refined and implemented through subdivision applications.   

We believe a more balance approached would be to either (i) maintain the policy as it currently 

exists, or (ii) craft language that is not nearly so prohibitive.  Far better policy language was proposed 

to the County in a 2020 report that was prepared through the Community Planning Assistance for 

Wildfire program.  The report recommended the following policy, which  strikes a reasonable 

balance between risk and mitigation: 

“Policy S 3.4: (recommended update):  Reduce the risk of wildland fire hazards in all 

FHSZs through the use, implementation, and enforcement of regulations and 

performance standards, such as fire resistant building materials, vegetation 

management, fuel modifications and other fire hazard reduction programs.”4 

As we noted above, unduly constrictive policies are reflected not only in the Safety Element.   They 

are are reflected in proposed amendments to the Land Use Element.  That proposal would include the 

following new policy: 

Policy LU 1.10:  Prohibit plan amendments that increase density of residential land 

uses within mapped fire and flood hazard areas. 

Here again, the uncritically proposed policy would apply to approximately 50% of the County and 

prohibit any and all increases in density through a plan amendment no matter what the circumstances 

or how minor the increase may be.  This overbroad and absolute approach deprives decision-makers 

of flexibility, and would certainly work to prejudice many housing projects which might benefit the 

County and its citizens. 

We therefore recommend a policy reflecting a more balance approach, as follow: 

Policy LU 1.10: Prohibit plan amendments that increase density of residential land 

uses within mapped fire and flood hazard areas where an unreasonable potential risk 

 

4 Community Planning Assistance for Wildfire/Los Angeles County/2020, pg. 29. 
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to the community cannot be reduced through construction methods and other 

appropriate mitigation. 

Conclusion  

 

As everyone knows, the County has a huge and persistent housing supply crisis.  California ranks top 

in the United States for both poverty and homelessness – largely attributable to our housing supply 

shortage and the consequent sky-high housing prices; and the County, the most populous county in the 

State, is ground zero of the housing crisis.   

 

Studies in recent years show that Los Angeles County, in particular, has both (a) the lowest 

homeownership rate and (b) the highest housing overcrowding rate in all of Southern California, if 

not far beyond.   Both factors have lasting, harmful sociological ramifications; and both are in need 

of correction.  Simply put, the citizenry needs more housing of all types and in many different areas, 

which means that the County should not now be uncritically ruling out nearly all new greenfield 

opportunities.    

 

Again, unreasonable safety risks need to be prevented – particularly when they cannot be mitigated 

or designed around.   Master-planned, “greenfield” communities can and so provide the most 

environmentally-friendly, well-mitigated, socially/economically integrated and safest housing 

available.   They compare favorably against the bulk of our region’s older housing stock, which are 

too often economically segregated, overly-dense already, and tremendously in need of major retrofits 

for infrastructure, efficiency and life/safety.  The County needs a more balanced approach to housing 

opportunities than what is now reflected in the Safety Element. 

 

Against the backdrop of our housing crisis, the County should not continue to shift its land use policies 

away from housing development opportunities that are – in many respects – the most obvious and 

inviting opportunities available.  The opportunities that should be embraced include so-called “new 

town” and master-planned development located in currently  undeveloped areas or near still-growing 

communities, and a full range of typologies and densities.  Accordingly, we respectfully ask the 

Planning Commission and staff to pause and take into account our comments set forth above. 

 

Sincerely, 

                        
Jeff Montejano      

Chief Executive Officer, BIASC    

 

cc: 

Supervisor Hilda L. Solis, 1st District  

Supervisor Holly Mitchell, 2nd District 

Supervisor Sheila Kuehl, 3rd District 

Supervisor Janice Hahn, 4th District 

Supervisor Kathryn Barger, 5th District 


