Council Meeting: 6/25/2024
RECEIVED ON: June 25, 2024 Agenda Item No. 10

June 25, 2024

Whittier Mayor & City Council
13230 Penn St.
Whittier, CA. 90602

Subject: Deception, Hypocrisy and Conflict of Interest
Dear Mayor and City Council Members:

Your 3-1 vote last week (with Mary Ann Pacheco opposed, and Mayor Joe Vinatieri “recused”)
to proceed with removing ALL of the existing trees as part of your Uptown Streetscape
Greenleaf Promenade plan is despicable. Despite this vote on the project’s design, residents
will NOT give up the fight for our Tree Canopy!

Through multiple letters and public comments?! over the past six months, and individual phone
calls with many of you, | have repeatedly reiterated what you know to be true: everyone
supports improving Uptown, and that achieving that goal and maintaining the tree canopy are
not mutually exclusive. All but one of you refused to listen, totally dismissing the outrage
expressed by the VAST majority of the community.

Last week, | filed a Conflict of Interest sworn complaint with the California Fair Political
Practices Commission (FPPC) against Mayor Joe Vinatieri. The complaint alleges a violation of
FPPC Conflict of Interest provisions by Mayor Vinatieri. On August 22, 2023, Mayor Vinatieri
participated in a vote of the City Council that he should have recused himself from voting on.
His “aye” vote that day was on an agenda item for the controversial Uptown Streetscape and
Greenleaf Promenade plan to expand the geographic scope of the project’s size by 51% in the
central core of Whittier’s Uptown business district.

In June 2021, Mayor Joe Vinatieri opened Auntie’s restaurant located within the area
designated for the Uptown Streetscape Greenleaf Promenade plan in the central business
district of Whittier. For several years prior to that date, the City Council, with Mayor Joe
Vinatieri’s participation, held discussions at multiple meetings about spending millions of
dollars to revitalize Uptown Whittier, with the goal of bringing in more money to businesses in
the Uptown core. Those discussions evolved from a proposed expenditure of $3.5-$3.8 million
for infrastructure improvements for a one block area of Greenleaf Avin 2019 called the
Gardens of Uptown Whittier, to a three-block area of Greenleaf Av early in 2021 called the
Uptown Streetscape Greenleaf Promenade plan encompassing the area of Auntie’s restaurant
located at 6506 Greenleaf Av. Your cost estimate for the Uptown Streetscape Greenleaf

! Letters to you dated Feb. 5, 20, 27, Mar. 26, Apr. 30, May 7, 28, June 11 and 18, and public comments on Jan. 23,
Feb. 13, 20, 27, Mar. 12, 26, Apr. 23, 30, May 14, 28, June 11 and 18 incorporated by reference.
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Promenade plan is now $20 million, due to expansion of the project and the addition of a new
water main on those three blocks of Greenleaf Av.

Between June 2021 and August 22, 2023, the City Council conducted several meetings where
the agendas included minor aspects of the Greenleaf Promenade plan in which Joe Vinatieri
recused himself, stating he has a conflict of interest due to his business located within that area
(Auntie’s restaurant). But on August 22, 2023, Item 12K entitled “Greenleaf Promenade Design
Services” was placed on the Consent Calendar described as an $84,500 amendment to SWA
project consultants to increase the project’s design. At that meeting, Mayor Joe Vinatieri asked
if any member of the Council wished to recuse themselves on any of the Consent Calendar
items or pull any of those items for discussion. No one did. The City Council, including Mayor
Vinatieri, voted in favor. The city manager in consultation with the mayor makes the
determination about which items are placed on the Consent Calendar for City Council meetings.

Mayor Vinatieri has publicly stated for years his desire to rid the City of ficus trees. As the long-
time mayor and only citywide elected official, he is influential in shaping opinions and votes of
other Council members. He is a driving force and key advocate for the current design of the
Uptown Streetscape Greenleaf Promenade plan calling for removal of ALL the trees on the
designated three blocks of Greenleaf Av, including 83 ficus trees, replacing them with much
smaller trees. Your Council’s 3-1 on June 18, 2024 would eliminate historic Uptown Whittier’s
most recognizable and distinctive feature, the magnificent tree canopy.

At your June 18 special City Council meeting on the Greenleaf Promenade Plan, before voting
once again to chop down ALL the trees, Octavio Martinez asked the City Manager if any
member of the public had come forward with a proposal allowing removing every other tree,
and he responded NO! Expert landscape architects such as Tom Bihr and James Becerra, AND
the leading arborist on ficus trees in S CA, Don Hodel, DID provide all of you with that
information. As Tom Bihr has repeatedly testified during public comment at City Council
meetings, and Don Hodel wrote in his correspondence, the City’s position is deceptive. Mr.
Hodel wrote: “The City’s position that the Tree Protection Zone prohibits them from moving
forward with their Greenleaf Promenade project, and, thus, the trees must be removed, is
disingenuous at best. The TPZ, which is part of the City’s Tree ordinance, exists to protect trees
and the amenities and benefits they provide to the community and to guide development
around the trees.”?

And as shown in the picture below, you did just that a few months ago with the complete
sidewalk replacement project around the HUGE ficus trees on Santa Gertrudes Av. And there
are also utilities under Santa Gertrudes Av, 12,000 volts of electricity under that new sidewalk!

2 Mr. Hodel’s letter continues, “The best and most advantageous position for the City is to redesign the Promenade
project to incorporate most, if not all, of the existing, venerable Ficus trees to continue uninterrupted the
amenities and benefits they provide to the community, rather than replace them with new small trees, many of
dubious merit that will take decades, if ever, to achieve what the existing Ficus are already providing.”
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(New sidewalks recently completed on Santa Gertrudes Av)

Two years ago, when the Greenleaf Promenade project was on your June 28, 2022 Agenda, the
City Manager presented you with the option of removing ALL of the existing trees on the three
blocks of Greenleaf Av within the project area. Fernando Dutra said at that time: “l want to
make sure we are prepared for what is going to be a DRASTIC look and change for Uptown.
Because the trees hide a lot of buildings that have not been maintained. All of a sudden you
are going to see everything; it’s like the makeup is coming off.” And 18 months later when
Fernando Dutra voted to approve the project on Dec 12, 2023, he said: “Uptown is gonna look
very bare.”

Those buildings have peeling paint, scratched windows & dirty awnings, NONE of which will be
touched by a single penny of this $20M Taxpayer-funded Project. Yet when voting to approve
the project again last week, Fernando Dutra said: “The architecture behind the trees hasn’t
been seen in years; a gem hidden behind the trees needs to be exposed.” Clearly, hypocrisy is
being exposed!
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Cathy Warner when voting to approve the project on Dec 12t said: “I’'m thinking we’re hearing
100% support!” And last week when voting again to proceed with removing ALL of the existing
trees, Cathy Warner said she has received some private emails, not sent to the City, in support
of the project as adopted.

Almost three hundred residents have written the City angrily protesting your planned tree
massacre, and more than 4,500 people have signed the Petition to Save Our Tree CANOPY with
petition wording describing Phasing-in Tree Removal & Replacement as called for in your own
City Ordinances. And you call yourselves Representatives of the People? Residents line up to
sign the Petition whenever it is presented to them, including at Wednesday night Uptown
markets, and now at summer Concerts in the Park. More residents have signed the Petition
daily SINCE your unforgiveable decision last week than ever before!

When will you care? At 10,000 signatures? Give us a number and we’ll get it!!!

Sincerely,

[y B e

Conny B. McCormack
28-year resident of Whittier
L.A. County Registrar-Recorder/County Clerk (Ret.)

cc: Brian Saeki, City Manager
Rigo Garcia, City Clerk
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