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By Bob Gelfand
Los Angeles city government is 

about to see its own version of the finan-
cial meltdown. The currently projected 
2009-10 budget deficit is on the order of 
half a billion dollars—$550 million or so 

in round numbers. Since L.A. isn’t allowed to print money, that 
deficit has to be eliminated somehow.

It’s the kind of money that can’t be made up by any amount 
of small manipulation. Those increased parking meter fees 
we’re so riled up about? They are small change, generating per-
haps a couple of dozen of those hundreds of millions.

How about cutting a couple of hours off part-time workers’ 
pay as they are already doing? You know, the people who are 
allowed a maximum of 20 hours a week and make $15 an hour? 
Saving 30 bucks a week from each of them isn’t going to go 
very far either. 

If every single resident of the city was a city employee and 
we cut every one of you by that $30, it wouldn’t even cover a 
fourth of the shortfall. And obviously you don’t all work for the 
city, and the small number that do aren’t going to yield up much 
in the way of savings, no matter how hard the city council tries 
to squeeze them.

These are the sorts of cuts that desperate governments 
start with. Only when things get really ugly do they begin to 
think about reality. How about cutting the salaries of the high-
est paid city employees? Cutting 10,000 people by $10,000 
apiece would yield up savings of a $100 million. If we were 
to make it a straight 10 percent cut on everybody making more 
than $100,000, then the top level would be yielding more than 
$30,000 apiece and the savings would be even higher.

Deferred maintenance on roads and buildings is another 
item that will come up, but we are already about as deferred as 
we can get. When city department managers stand up in front of 
public meetings and explain that it would take 400 years to re-
pave all our streets at the current yearly rate, people just scratch 
their heads and wonder what planet they think we live on.

No matter how our esteemed leaders slice and dice, the 
budget fight is going to start getting intense within a few weeks. 
Even the sacred budget line items for the police and fire fighters 
are on the table. But even those won’t be enough.

As usual in budget battles, we should expect to see demands 
for decreased employee benefits, perhaps in the form of higher 
co-pays and deductibles on medical insurance. Perhaps the city 
will try to cut back on payments to pension plans. Undoubtedly 
there will be a hiring freeze, but this shouldn’t be taken seri-
ously by the voting public because the city has been in a hiring 
freeze a large fraction of the time for many years.

The city council will try to take away with one hand, but it 
has been giving with the other. Just a couple of years ago, the 
city went through a routine round of contract negotiations and 
gave salary increases to a substantial part of the workforce. At 
the time, your neighborhood councils brought up the fact that 
those raises might not be sustainable in a weak economy. 

This discussion took place at the Coastal San Pedro Neigh-
borhood Council and numerous others, but the city’s leadership 
ignored the comments. That’s because the leadership plays in 
a higher league, one in which the campaign contributions of 
business groups and utility workers are heard more clearly than 
your grassroots comments. Now the years of indifference are 
coming home to roost.

This brings up the subject of your neighborhood council 
and this publication—Coastal Currents. We produce Currents 
at a total price tag of about $16,000 per year, and this includes 
mailing it (we aim at four issues a year) to every single one of 
the more than 12,000 addresses in our district. 

The neighborhood council as a whole receives the sum of 
$50,000 per year from the city. Doing a little math (your editor 
does it so you don’t have to), this comes out to about one ten-
thousandth of the annual city budget. In round numbers, it is 
less than 0.0001 percent of the total.

There is talk going around that neighborhood councils will 
take a cut in the next budget. The argument is pretty straightfor-
ward: If everybody else has to take a cut, then the neighborhood 
councils should, too.

It’s hard to argue with that logic—except for one thing. If 
we are going to look at cutting parts of the budget, we might 
first want to consider how well that money is being used. For 
your $50,000, the neighborhood councils provide the one offi-
cial place where you, the residents of the city, can visit with the 
assurance that your views will be heard. 

We do hundreds of hours of volunteer work, not only on 
keeping the council running, but on all manner of other things 
like cleanups, public education, and emergency preparedness. 

But most of all, we collect public opinion and communi-
cate it to the elected officials of the City of Los Angeles. That 
is our main responsibility under the city’s 1999 charter, and 
thousands of us are serving on neighborhood council boards to 
fulfill that responsibility.

The recent civic election and defeat of Measure B should 
have been a wakeup call to the city’s elected officials. The mea-
sure was only in front of the city council for three weeks, and 
the council considered it in a way that can best be referred to as 
desultory. Then, the council basically just rubber stamped it. 

Within a few more weeks, careful thinkers from the neigh-
borhood councils were pointing out its many flaws. By elec-
tion time, several city council members were communicating 
attitudes of ambivalence or even opposition. We are entitled to 
ask: Why didn’t you look more carefully at Measure B before 
you cast your vote in the council chamber?

But that’s also the question we should be asking concerning 
the next city budget. Why did the city council allow things to 
get so bad over the past several years, knowing (as every mod-
erately intelligent adult should know) that there was a downturn 
coming? We have to believe that they knew this, yet acted in 
their own short-term political interests anyway. This says a lot 
about the system we have for choosing those who rule us.

City Government, Neighborhood Councils, 
Coastal Currents: Are We All in Jeopardy?

One Call to City Hall!

The council received the following email 
from Crescent Area Residents Associa-
tion founder Ray Van Dinther:

It is great that you have started this 
information paper and to see how far the 
CSPNC has advanced since the early 
years.

However, I was just a little disap-
pointed that more accurate historical ref-
erence was not made to the park at 22nd 
street site and that the people, including 
myself, were given no recognition for the 
years of effort that was put into changing 
the area.

I founded CARA, the Crescent Ave-
nue Residents Association, in 1996 with 
the main criteria being to beautify the 
surrounding area for the use of residents. 
I started monthly meetings which were 
heavily attended and as a consequence 
was invited to join PCAC at it’s incep-
tion. I also attended the beginning meet-
ings of the CSPNC.

One of the first things that I did, 
with much energy and voice was to con-
vince the then head of the Port, Larry 
Keller that the chainlink fence should 
be removed. Subsequent to that I was 
involved with the Port in the plans for 
the Crescent Avenue walking path and 

beautification around the 22nd street site 
which is now in place and  was invited 
to attend the opening of the walking path 
by the former mayor, Richard Riordan, 
where I was recognized for the years of 
effort I had put into forming CARA and 
working on the beautification plans for 
the area. 

I was also responsible for the new 
park at the entrance to Crescent Avenue 
from Harbor Boulevard. The Port were 
going to make this a DOG PARK and I 
fought that proposal (with meetings with 
Larry Keller) saying that we needed open 
space for everyone to use and suggested 
that they use Knoll Hill for the dog park, 
which subsequently the Port agreed to 
and built.

I also provided studies of the traf-
fic along Crescent and fought with other 
residents for years for stop signs to be 
installed on Crescent to slow the traffic. 
As you know, two stop signs are now in-
stalled.

Along with other CARA Associa-
tion residents we designed and submitted 
many plans to Janice Hahn and PCAC 
and the Port and displayed and spoke at 
many public meetings advocating the 
acreage below should be used as a public 

park area and not be designated to any 
one purpose.

I don’t need to tell you the energy 
and the years that was put into this be-
cause you know yourself what you have 
done to make the CSPNC what it is. It is 
only that a little recognition for our ef-
forts would be greatly appreciated.

So, I applaud you for what you and 
the San Pedro Council have achieved but 
suggest that our efforts that forced (and 
I mean force) the initial change in the 
area might be recognized. Seven years 
of relentless work involving meetings, 
designs, plans and effects was put into 
achieving the removal of the chainlink 
fence, the installation of the walking 
path, the first residents group in the area 
(CARA), the dog park at Knoll Hill (and 
not at Crescent), and the traffic control.

I do so wish your articles had men-
tioned some of this. We are not a strong 
advocacy group any longer because our 
initial changes were completed by 2002 
after we had achieved substantial change 
in the area and other more powerful 
groups like the CSPNC and PCAC were 
formed taking over the cause and chal-
lenges.

Ray Madeline Van Dinther

Feedback: Some History About 22nd Street Park


