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April 26, 2010     Via Email & Mail 
          Diana.Kitching@lacity.org 
 
Ms. Diana Kitching, Environmental Review Coordinator 
Department of City Planning  
City of Los Angeles  
200 N. Spring Street, Room 750 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 
 
Re:  Written Response to NOP/Initial Study for 
Proposed Project (James Swan Hall, Occidental 
College) – EAF NO.: ENV- 2010-0653-EIR for CPC-2010-
0652-CU 
 
Dear Ms. Kitching, 
 
The Highland Park Heritage Trust has reviewed the NOP, 
dated April 14, 2010 for the Proposed Project. 
 
Our organization applauds Occidental College and the City of 
Los Angeles for recognizing Swan Hall as a historic resource 
under CEQA as a contributing structure to an identified 
historic district. 
 
As one of the local historic preservation organizations in 
Northeast Los Angeles, we are always most interested in 
doing it right from the outset.  We’d much rather see the 
applicant spend its precious financial resources correctly and 
not waste its money and time on what should be an 
unnecessary EIR process.  We’d much prefer that the 
applicant modify the proposed project, after completing the 
appropriate analysis, to a design that would fully comply with 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 
and under Section 544.1, provide an exemption from an EIR 
and proceed with a Mitigated Negative Declaration for this 
project.  It benefits no one to go down this EIR path when 
those resources should instead by invested into Swan Hall’s 
preservation. 
 
At our last meeting on April 12, 2010, the proposed project 
architect, Brian Bloom, stated that the project followed and 
met the Rehabilitation Standards. Yet the proposed project is 
 
 undergoing an EIR process because it currently does not 
meet the Standards.   
 
Based on the information provided to the public, it is difficult 
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undergoing an EIR process because it currently does not meet the Standards.   
 
Based on the information provided to the public, it is difficult to understand 
the full extent of what is being proposed by this project.  The exterior has 
retained high integrity but the interior has been highly altered.  Yet what is 
being proposed is to demolish the only remaining historic fabric left intact.   
 
We feel there are different optional approaches to meet the building program 
and the goals and objectives of the College.  Here are the areas of concern 
that need to be addressed: 
 

1. Preservation of the building’s exterior materials in a manner that still 
achieves safety and seismic retrofitting goals. 

2. The orientation of the main entrance should remain from the “quad” or 
courtyard with the three original doors remaining open and functional 

3. Connection of the new addition to the historic structure is a great 
concern 

4. Size, location and massing of the new addition in relationship and 
proportion to the historic structure 

5. Height of the new addition should not be higher than the historic 
structure 

 
So, if the applicant is not interested in saving time and potentially money 
overall by stopping this process for a project redesign that would fully comply 
with the Rehabilitation Standards, we submit the above concerns and ask 
that the City include these as project alternatives and in the EIR analysis. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide input and comments to assist in the 
development of an EIR. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Carmela Gomes 
President 
 
cc: Councilmember Jose Huizar 
 





 

 

May 24, 2010 
 
Submitted electronically 
Ms. Diana Kitching, Environmental Review Coordinator 
Department of City Planning 
200 North Spring Street, Room 750 
Los Angeles, CA 90012 
Email: Diana.Kitching@lacity.org 
 

Re:  Swan Hall Renovation and Addition, Occidental College –  
Notice of Preparation (ENV-2010-0653-EIR) 

 
Dear Ms. Kitching: 
 
On behalf of the Los Angeles Conservancy, thank you for extending the deadline for 
comments on the Notice of Preparation of an EIR for the Swan Hall Renovation and 
Addition project at Occidental College.  We also greatly appreciated the opportunity to 
tour Swan Hall and discuss the project with representatives of Occidental College on 
May 19.  The Los Angeles Conservancy is the largest local preservation organization in 
the United States, with over 6,000 members throughout the Los Angeles area.  
Established in 1978, the Conservancy works to preserve and revitalize the significant 
architectural heritage of Los Angeles through advocacy and education.  The proposed 
project deviates from Occidental College’s commendable track record of sensitive 
stewardship by seeking to dramatically alter Swan Hall and potentially jeopardizing the 
eligibility of the surrounding historic district.  The Conservancy firmly believes that 
Swan Hall can be rehabilitated in compliance with the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards while meeting most of the project objectives, and seeks thorough consideration 
of less harmful preservation alternatives in the EIR.   
 
I. Historic Significance   
 
Built in 1914, Swan Hall was one of the first three buildings constructed for the 
Occidental College’s new Eagle Rock campus.  Along with Johnson Hall and Fowler 
Hall, Swan Hall was designed by one of Southern California’s most notable architects, 
Myron Hunt, whose other notable works include the Rose Bowl, the Huntington estate 
(now the Huntington Library, Art Collections, and Botanical Gardens), and the now-
demolished Ambassador Hotel.  The simple Mediterranean Revival style of the Swan, 
Johnson, and Fowler buildings set the tone for the nascent campus, with their placement 
and orientation critical to establishing the common open space that would become the 
main quad at the heart of Hunt’s master plan for the campus.  
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Originally designed as a men’s dormitory, Swan Hall was renovated in 1960 as faculty 
offices. The sleeping porches on the west (rear) elevation were enclosed with aluminum 
windows and the interior likely reconfigured for offices.  Following the 1994 Northridge 
earthquake, cracks in the exterior stucco were patched and the entire building 
encapsulated with acrylic paint.  Despite a series of interior alterations, Swan Hall 
remains largely intact today and has been identified as a contributor to a potential historic 
district.  
 
II. Impacts to Historic and Cultural Resources  
 
It is our understanding that the proposed project would strip Swan Hall down to the 
concrete structural frame then attempt to recreate its historic appearance. This approach 
would leave virtually no historic fabric and would eliminate Swan Hall’s eligibility as a 
historical resource.  Not only would Occidental College lose one of its oldest, most 
significant campus buildings, but the surrounding historic district would lose one of its 
most prominent contributors.   
 

A. Seismic Upgrades 
 
Although several aspects of the proposed project would harm Swan Hall, the proposed 
seismic retrofit design would be particularly damaging, calling for removal of all exterior 
stucco, all interior plaster, and all hollow clay tile between the concrete structural frame 
throughout the building.  New infill construction would be added and the exterior 
recreated using the existing salvaged windows and newly replicated decorative ornament.   
 
This unnecessarily destructive approach conflicts with the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation, which emphasize “preservation of those materials, features, 
finishes, spaces and spatial relationships that, together, give a property its historic 
character.”1  Specifically, the proposed removal of distinctive materials, features, 
finishes, and construction techniques, and the creation of a false sense of historical 
development by recreating the exterior, would breach Standards 2, 3 and 5.  Likewise, the 
proposed replication of Swan Hall’s historic features – including exterior walls, door 
surrounds and quoins – is contrary to accepted preservation practice.2  Because today’s 
construction practices can rarely match historic details, replication is only appropriate for 
restoring elements that have already been lost.  For the same reason, replication is rarely 
considered meaningful mitigation for destruction of existing historic features.  To the 

                                                           
1 “Introduction,” The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties with 
Guidelines for Preserving, Rehabilitating, Restoring and Reconstructing Historic Buildings, available at 
www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/standguide/overview/choose_treat.htm.  
2  The guidelines for the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation provide a treatment 
hierarchy that places protecting and maintaining original features as the primary objective followed by 
repair first and then replacement of deteriorated elements, and finally, replication of missing elements, if 
desired and appropriate. See www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/standguide/rehab/rehab_approach.htm.   
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extent possible, the original windows and door surrounds of Swan Hall should be retained 
in place, as removal and reinstallation increases the risk of damage.3  
 
Fortunately, code flexibility for historic buildings and technological advances provide 
myriad options for seismically retrofitting Swan Hall with minimal impacts to its 
character-defining elements.  Preservation Brief 41: The Seismic Retrofit of Historic 
Buildings is a good primer on issues to consider when planning a seismic retrofit:  
 

Reinforcing a historic building to meet new construction requirements, as 
prescribed by many building codes, can destroy much of a historic 
building’s appearance and integrity.  This is because the most expedient 
ways to reinforce a building according to such codes are to impose 
structural members and to fill irregularities or large openings, regardless 
of the placement of architectural detail.  The results can be quite intrusive. 
However, structural reinforcement can be introduced sensitively.  In such 
cases, its design, placement, patterning, and detailing respect the historic 
character of the building, even when the reinforcement itself is visible.4 

 
Hollow clay tile is a construction technology specific to the early 20th century in Southern 
California and was often hailed for its fireproofing properties.  While we now understand 
its limitations for seismic stability, hollow clay tile remains an important historic record 
of past engineering innovation and should be considered a character-defining feature of 
Swan Hall.   
 
Preservation architects and engineers have made great strides in addressing seismic 
concerns while retaining hollow clay tile in place.  Recent advances in carbon and 
composite fiber wrap, center coring, and the strategic insertion of shear walls and bracing 
have allowed our most beloved historic buildings – such as the 1913 Los Angeles County 
Natural History Museum and the 1911 Huntington Art Galley (also by Myron Hunt) – to 
retain significant historic fabric, adhere to the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards, and 
meet today’s seismic and use requirements.  These innovations have been facilitated by 
the California Historical Building Code, which offers code flexibility to meet the 
performance requirements of current codes without sacrificing historic integrity.  
 

B. Floor Leveling  
 

Among Swan Hall’s more unusual features are its varying floor levels between the north, 
middle, and south sections of the building, as well as longitudinally between the two-
story east portion fronting the main quad and the three-story portion sited on the naturally 
lower grade to the west.  Although the desire to create uniform floors levels may be a 

                                                           
3  For information on the appropriate treatment of historic stucco, refer to Preservation Brief 22: “The 
Preservation and Repair of Historic Stucco,” Anne Grimmer (National Park Service), available at 
www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/briefs/brief22.htm. 
4  Preservation Brief 41: “The Seismic Retrofit of Historic Buildings - Keeping Preservation in the 
Forefront,” David W. Look, AIA, Terry Wong, PE, and Sylvia Rose Augustus (National Park Service).  See 
www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/briefs/brief41.htm. 
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legitimate project goal, the proposed leveling should be accomplished without impacting 
exterior historic features or their functionality.  As currently proposed, the floor leveling 
would render the prominent middle doorway facing the quad completely inoperable, an 
impact that could be easily avoided by carving out a small vestibule to provide access to 
adjacent faculty offices.5  By preserving access through this primary entrance, Swan 
Hall’s original orientation to and interaction with the main campus would be fully 
maintained.    
 

C. Connector 
 

The proposed three-story connector between Swan Hall and the new addition would 
unnecessarily destroy ornamental details and cut into the roofline of the historic building.  
We propose that the connector be narrowed to reveal the quoins and provide a greater 
sense of Swan Hall’s existing tripartite configuration.  The connector should also be 
lowered in height to avoid the historic roofline and to enable Swan Hall to continue to 
read as a separate building.  
 
 D.  New Addition 
 
The massing, scale and location of the new addition should be refined to better respect 
the character of Swan Hall and refrain from competing with the historic building. 
Although no new faculty or staff office space is to be added, the proposed three-story 
addition will be taller than Swan Hall and almost 40 percent larger – more than doubling 
the useable space.  Likewise, the floor heights between the two buildings appear to be 
misaligned, creating new floor offsets that the renovation is seeking to correct.  We 
propose that the floor heights in the new addition be adjusted to reduce the overall height 
of the building, or placed further underground and the plinth eliminated.6   
 
III. The EIR Must Evaluate at Least One Potentially Feasible Preservation 

Alternative  
 
A key policy under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) is the lead 
agency’s duty to “take all action necessary to provide the people of this state with historic 
environmental qualities and preserve for future generations examples of major periods of 
California history.”7  To this end, CEQA “requires public agencies to deny approval of a 
project with significant adverse effects when feasible alternatives or feasible mitigation 
measures can substantially lessen such effects.”8  The fact that an environmentally 
superior alternative may be more costly or fails to meet all project objectives does not 
necessarily render it infeasible under CEQA.       
  
                                                           
5  The north and south doors will continue to provide access from the campus side of the building. 
6  Refer to Preservation Brief 14: “New Exterior Additions to Historic Building: Preservation Concerns,” as 
well as “Interpreting the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation,” Numbers 3 and 18, for 
examples of additions compatible in scale, size, materials, and design. 
7  Public Resource Code, Sec. 21001 (b), (c).  
8  Sierra Club v. Gilroy City Council (1990) 222 Cal.App.3d 30, 41, italics added; also see PRC Secs. 
21002, 21002.1. 
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Courts often refer to the EIR as “the heart” of CEQA because it provides decision makers 
with an in-depth review of projects with potentially significant environmental impacts 
and analyzes a range of alternatives that reduce those impacts.9  Accordingly, the Draft 
EIR should include at least one bona fide preservation alternative that attempts to meet 
project objectives while retaining Swan Hall’s eligibility as a historical resource, taking 
advantage of code flexibility under the California Historical Building Code and focusing 
on interior upgrades that avoid disturbing exterior character-defining features.   
 
We hope that Occidental College will reaffirm its commitment to its rich architectural 
heritage, as recently articulated in the school’s 2006 draft master plan.  Thank you for the 
opportunity to comment on the Notice of Preparation for the Swan Hall Renovation and 
Addition project at Occidental College.  Please feel free to contact me at (213) 430-4203 
or mbuhler@laconservancy.org should you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Mike Buhler 
Director of Advocacy 
 
cc:  Councilmember Jose Huizar, Council District 14 
 Highland Park Heritage Trust 
  The Eagle Rock Association 

                                                           
9  County of Inyo v. Yorty (1973) 32 Cal.App.3d 795; Laurel Heights Improvement Association v. Regents 
of the University of California (1993) 6 Cal.4th 1112, 1123. 




