October 28, 2025

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

SUBJECT: Protest Against Agenda Item 10A to “Suspend” Tree Manual Ordinance
Dear Mayor and City Council Members:

THERE IS NO TREE EMERGENCY! But you are planning to declare an Urgent Emergency to “suspend” the City’s Tree
Manual Ordinance following disclosure of your legal settlement payout of a sidewalk trip & fall accident that
occurred in 2018. That case found the City legally negligent for NOT maintaining the sidewalks. Other cities
maintain their trees AND their sidewalks. The Tree Manual Ordinance already allows the City to immediately
remove any diseased or hazardous trees as assessed by an arborist. The proposed new ordinance would delegate
authority to the City Manager to remove ANY trees immediately with NO resident appeal process allowed.

Blaming our City’s trees has been your liability theme for years, neglecting to prioritize needed sidewalk repairs.

At a Council meeting in Feb. 2023, Council member Cathy Warner asked the City Manager “Aren’t we going to cut
down the Greenleaf Av trees because of insurance liability costs?” and he responded “yes.” At a Council meeting a
year later, Council member Fernando Dutra asked the City Manager if cutting down the Greenleaf Av trees would
have any impact on the City’s liability insurance costs? The City Manager admitted it would not. At the City Council
meeting on Feb. 20, 2024, the City’s Risk Manager, in response to a question posed by Council member Octavio
Martinez, said ALL of the City’s outstanding liability insurance claims involved trees. That evoked an audible gasp
from the huge audience of incensed residents and provoked my public records request (PRR) inquiring about types
of liability claims against the City. The City’s PRR response revealed that half of the City’s liability insurance claims
involved allegations against the Police.

A year later, your Jan. 28, 2025 Council agenda again included a liability update. During the public comment period
at the beginning of that meeting, six well-respected community residents, including a former Whittier City Council
member, spoke against diminishing tree protections for our City’s mature, healthy trees, and the importance of
sidewalk maintenance. But prior to taking up this contentious agenda item for discussion that evening, your
Council took an unprecedented 49-minute Break/Recess. When your meeting finally resumed, the staff
presentation once again focused on the City’s liability related to city-owned trees, glossing over liability claims
related to the Police’ or other issues. Your Council’s discussion centered on plans to amend the Tree Manual
Ordinance to add a new category, Justified Tree Removal, to remove healthy trees. Council member Ann Pacheco
was the only Council member who mentioned categories already exist in the Tree Manual to remove diseased and
hazardous trees, stating “If 'm a member of the public who has been listening, it sounds like you want to justify
what you are doing by making up another category.” Comments by other Council members supporting this new
category appeared to be coached. That prompted my filing with the L.A. District Attorney of an allegation of a
Brown Act violation regarding illegal private pre-discussion of this agenda item in the Council’s back room during
your unprecedented 49-minute Break/Recess. (Attachment 1).

The public wants sidewalk replacement in Uptown and throughout the City. Your Consent Agenda item 8K tonight
seeks construction bids for replacing sidewalks throughout Uptown including on Greenleaf Av from Wardman to
Whittier Blvd starting in January 2026. You can replace ALL of the sidewalks down the entire length of Greenleaf
Av without removing any of those iconic, shady trees and you know it! The City has already successfully cut back
large ficus tree roots while replacing broken sidewalks last year on Washington, Painter and other Uptown streets
without removing ANY of the mature trees. (Attachment 2). Other cities, including Pasadena and Santa Monica
are preserving their ficus tree canopies including requiring developers to preserve those mature trees during major
construction projects (Attachment 3).

Now the pieces of the puzzle are coming together to reveal the whole picture:

! Current known lawsuits awaiting trial against Whittier Police alleging assault and misconduct include Case
Numbers 25NVVCV01955, 22NWCV01519, and 23NVVCV04037.
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Under the disguise of declaring a fake EMERGENCY to public safety, you are planning to immediately cut down
healthy trees in Uptown. Your imminent “sidewalk replacement project”, item 8K on your Consent Agenda tonight,
plans to include chopping down the Greenleaf Av tree canopy from Wardman St. to Whittier Blvd. Simultaneously,
you are attempting to dismiss the significance of “suspending” the Tree Manual Ordinance by stating the City
typically only cuts down % of 1% of publicly-owned trees a year. How “coincidental” that the number of trees
along the entire length of our iconic Greenleaf Av tree canopy equals % of 1% of our City’s 26,000 publicly-owned
trees!

A few months ago, you renewed the City’s contract with West Coast Arborists, Inc. guintupling the annual contract
from $1/2 million to $2.5 million. Their chainsaws are ready to whirl.

The timing of placing this “urgency” tree ordinance 3171 and ordinance 3172 on tonight’s agenda is now crystal
clear. The Greenleaf Promenade project that your Council finalized on June 18, 2024 by a 3-1 vote’, calling for
removing all trees on three blocks of Greenleaf Av from Hadley to Wardman St., caused eruption of public outrage
that has not abated. In July 2024, a popular WIN-WIN solution to get the project started with public support was
proposed but rejected by your Council (Attachment 4). Extensive media coverage of that WIN-WIN proposal
included a July 21, 2024 article in the Whittier Daily News in which Council member Fernando Dutra was quoted:
“only trees on 3 of the 35 blocks of Uptown are involved.” In December 2024, The Whittier Conservancy filed a
lawsuit seeking to prevent the City from clear cutting the trees in the Greenleaf Av project area from Hadley to
Wardman St. That lawsuit is set for trial on Feb. 20, 2026, two months before the City Council election on April 14,
2026.

Your Council’s devious intent to declare a fake public safety EMERGENCY would enable destruction of the ENTIRE
Greenleaf Av tree canopy from Wardman St. all the way to Whittier Blvd starting in January 2026. The purpose of
the lawsuit to protect our iconic Greenleaf Av tree canopy would be eviscerated.

Taking action to cut down ALL the trees along Greenleaf Av would galvanize our community, far beyond the 5,000+
Whittier residents of the 7,384+ signers of the petition to Save Our Trees in Uptown Whittier. Why is your City
Council so dismissive of the voices of thousands of residents?

WHO DO YOU REPRESENT? WHO ARE YOU WORKING FOR?

Sincerely,

[y B TR

Conny McCormack
Former L.A. Co. Registrar-Recorder/County Clerk (ret.)
Founder/Leader www.saveourtreeswhittier.com

cc: Conal McNamara, City Manager
Rigo Garcia, City Clerk

Attachments 1-4

2 Council member Mary Ann Pacheco was the sole vote against it. Mayor Joe Vinatieri recused himself due to
conflict of interest laws requiring his non-participation due to his business ownership within the Greenleaf
Promenade area. However, he remains under investigation by the State of California Fair Political Practices
Commission (FPPC). More than a year ago, the FPPC found sufficient evidence to open a conflict of interest case
(#2024-00927) to investigate Mayor Vinatieri regarding his participation in a City Council vote to expand the size of
the Greenleaf Promenade development project by more than 50%. He did not recuse himself; he voted yes.
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February 6, 2025

Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office
Public Integrity Division

ATTN: Marc Beaart, Head Deputy
mbeaart@da.lacounty.gov

211 West Temple St., Suite 1000

Los Angeles, CA. 90012

Subject: Allegation of Violation of the Brown Act by Whittier City Council
Dear Mr. Beaart:

Overview: This is an Allegation that the Whittier City Council violated the Brown Act “Open
Meeting Law”, Government Code 54950 at their January 28, 2025 City Council meeting.
Immediately prior to their discussion of the final Agenda item 13B at that meeting, the mayor
and council members took an unprecedented 49-minute Break/Recess (normally a 10-20 min.
break occurs mid-meeting). When they reconvened, it was apparent from several council
members comments, including reading from their notes, that they had just discussed this
contentious issue, Item 13 Update on Liability, together in the back room, including with the
City Manager and the City Attorney in attendance. As described under details/evidence below,
during the Public Comment period that occurred earlier in the meeting prior to the
Break/Recess, six well-known, respected community members spoke out against the City
Manager’s recommendation in the staff report on Item 13B.

Background: The Whittier City Council has been embroiled in public controversy since their 3-0
vote on Dec. 12, 2023 to remove ALL of the existing, mature canopy trees on three blocks of
Greenleaf Av in the heart of Uptown Whittier. (Citywide elected Mayor Joe Vinatieri recused
himself due to owning a restaurant within that three-block area; then-council member Jessica
Martinez was absent). Public outrage erupted over this decision and has grown exponentially
over the past 13 months. Since then, more than 6,876 people have signed a Petition to Save
Our Uptown Trees https://www.change.org/p/save-our-trees-in-uptown-whittier.

A large number of residents, myself included, have spoken out against the City’s plan to remove
these iconic canopy trees during the Public Comment period at every City Council meeting over
the past year, and written hundreds of emails/letters to the City decrying their decision
(available on City’s website). The Whittier Conservancy filed a lawsuit on Dec. 6, 2024 to stop
the City from removing these trees (LA Superior Ct. Case #24STCP03966). The Los Angeles
Times has published news articles about this controversy, including about the lawsuit:
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024-06-04/uptown-whittier-redevelopment-
plan-could-remove-83-ficus-trees; https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024-06-
19/whittier-cutting-trees-greenleaf-promenade;
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2024-12-23/preservation-group-sues-whittier-
over-plan-to-raze-over-100-trees.
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| am quoted in these and other newspaper articles and TV media reports about this tree
controversy due to my active role in the community regarding this issue. My website
www.saveourtreeswhittier.com contains links to this media coverage as well as other
background information, including several of my many letters to the City Council regarding this
tree controversy.

Details/Evidence: Meetings of the Whittier City Council are videotaped. The videotape for the
Jan. 28, 2025 meeting can be found on the City’s website https://www.cityofwhittier.org/
under Agendas/Recent/View Media. The Jan. 28t meeting began at 6 pm with the Closed
Session. The Regular (Open) Session began at approximately 6:30 pm at which time the
videotaping begins.

During the Public Comment Period, myself and five prominent community members spoke out
against Agenda Item 13B. These included the Whittier Conservancy’s President, Executive
Director (a former Whittier City Council member), and the Chair of their Urban Forest
Committee, among others. These public comments can be found beginning at 32:45 (32
minutes, 45 seconds) into the videotape through 52:39. The President of the Conservancy
stated at 35:52: “...The purpose of our Tree Protection Ordinance is to protect our urban forest,
not to make it easier for the City to denude that forest...(13B) is part of a series of proposed
revisions that attempt to diminish the protection of heathy trees to accommodate
development projects, mostly City infrastructure projects; this has nothing to do with liability.
California law allows for the enhancement of protections of environmental resources, but it
expressly prohibits attempts to diminish those protections once in place. Since our Tree
Ordinance was a result of previous City tree removals that outraged the public 25 years ago,
these attempts to water-down the protections are troublesome.” These comments were
followed (after 52.39) by several other members of the public speaking out against the City’s
planned destruction of publicly-owned trees.

All Agenda items through 13A were completed prior to the Mayor calling for a Break/Recess at
approximately 8:35 pm. Videotaping ceases during the Break/Recess. After an excessive 49-
minute break, the Council meeting resumed at approximately 9:20 pm to take up Item 13B —
Liability Update. The videotape resumes at 2:02 (2 hours & 2 mins). It begins with a short
presentation by the City’s Director of Human Resources/Risk Management on the City’s Liability
and Claims costs. She focused on the City’s liability related to city-owned trees, glossing over
liability claims related to the Police or other issues. Her presentation, and the Council’s
subsequent discussion, centered on plans to amend the City’s Tree Manual Ordinance
https://www.whittierprcs.org/recreation/communityservices-advanced-
components/search?g=Tree%20Manual to include a new category, Justified Tree Removal,

to remove healthy trees. She acknowledges that the City’s Tree Ordinance already contains
two categories, Diseased and Hazardous, allowing the City to immediately remove any trees
designated by the City’s arborist as falling into those categories.
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From 2:09 until 2:31, the City Council discusses Item 13B, focusing on revising the Tree
Ordinance. Between 2:13 and 2:18, council member Cathy Warner, frequently looking down to
speak from notes, an indication that she has been coached, seeks to get on the record that the
Greenleaf Av Uptown tree issue (on which the City is being sued) is not the driver of this desired
action. Following up the Whittier Conservancy President’s statement during public comment
that any revisions to the Tree Ordinance require CEQA (California Environmental Quality Act)
action, at 2:16 council member Cathy Warner asks the City Attorney about the applicability or
requirement of CEQA to change the Tree Manual (Ordinance). The City Attorney opines that
no CEQA action would be necessary.

At 2:20, council member Mary Ann Pacheco, asking to clarify what this new (proposed)
category (of tree removal) is, asks if categories already exist (in the Tree Ordinance) to handle
diseased and hazardous trees. She states her concern regarding public perception stating “If
I’'m a member of the public who has been listening, it sounds like you want to justify what you
are doing by making up another category...” (Mary Ann Pacheco, the newest member of the
Whittier City Council, was elected in April 2024. She was not a council member in Dec. 2023
when the City Council first voted on the Greenleaf Av project to remove ALL 108 trees on the
designated three blocks of Greenleaf Av. When revisions to the Uptown Whittier Greenleaf Av
project came up for a re-vote on June 18, 2024, council member Pacheco was the sole vote
against proceeding with this controversial project. Mayor Joe Vinatieri recused himself from
the December 23, 2023 and June 18, 2024 votes due to a conflict of interest as he owns a
restaurant within the project area).

Related FPPC Investigation of Conflict of Interest against Mayor Joe Vinatieri: The California
Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC) is currently investigating Whittier Mayor Joe Vinatieri
(Case No. 2024-00927) based on an allegation that he did not recuse himself on a key vote of
the City Council on Aug. 20, 2023 to expand the proposed Greenleaf Av project. A copy of the
FPPC letter is this regard is attached.

Please contact me for further background information to assist your inquiry into this allegation
of Brown Act violation. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Sy 5P T hre

Conny B. McCormack

Former L.A. Co. Registrar-Recorder/County Clerk (Ret.)
28-year resident of Whittier, CA

(213) 216-6569

Attachment
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STATE OF CALIFORNIA
FAIR POLITICAL PRACTICES COMMISSION

1102 Q Street « Suite 3050 » Sacramento, CA 95814-2329

September 10, 2024

Conny McCormack
Via email: connymccormack@gmail.com

RE: FPPC Case No. 2024-00927; Joe Vinatieri
Dear Conny McCormack:

This letter is to notify you that the Enforcement Division of the Fair Political Practices
Commission will investigate the allegation(s), under the jurisdiction of the Commission, of the
sworn complaint you submitted in the above-referenced matter. You will next receive
notification from us upon final disposition of the case. However, please be advised that at this
time we have not made any determination about the validity of the allegation(s) you have made
or about the culpability, if any, of the person(s) you identify in your complaint.

Thank you for taking the time to bring this matter to our attention. If you have any questions
regarding this letter, please contact Shelby Pearce at 279-237-5972 or spearce(@ fppe.ca.gov.

Sincerely,

James M. Lindsay
Chief, Enforcement Division

JML: sp

cc: Keith Collins o/b/o Joe Vinatieri
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August 27, 2024

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

Subject: Greenleaf Promenade: Who Do You Represent?

Dear City Council Members:

Your rationale for holding a special City Council “study session” on Aug. 20 after final approval of the
Greenleaf Promenade design on June 18, 2024 was puzzling at best. No further action was taken.
Suggest you watch the videotape to see your expressions of gloom, akin to attendance at a close family
member’s funeral. Where’s the joy, or even satisfaction? You have committed to spending $20 million
of taxpayers’ money on a City “beautification” project despite enormous public disapproval® and
outrage. Residents want beautification and revitalization while keeping our tree canopy which can be
done. Why are you stubbornly claiming that you have no other recourse but to chop down ALL of the
trees on the three blocks of Greenleaf in the heart of Uptown?

As | and other residents have described in multiple letters and public comments® over the past seven
months, cities routinely use appropriate measures to protect large existing trees during major
construction projects. Whittier recently replaced raised/broken sidewalks surrounding much larger
ficus trees on multiple city streets including where high voltage utilities are buried. The City’s arborist
has been involved in overseeing this work that is occurring in compliance with Whittier’s Tree
Manual/ordinance including Tree Protection Zones (TPZs). Attached photos and short video show
significant root pruning during successful sidewalk replacement at 6739 Washington St. next to Friends
Church on July 8, 20242

More than 5,863 people have signed a petition to Save Our Trees in Uptown Whittier
(https://chng.it/fEN5cS8yVP). Hundreds have spoken at City Council meetings and written letters and
emails requesting reasonable and achievable modifications to your adopted Plan®. Community
opposition continues to gain momentum as more people learn about the City’s decision to chop down
ALL of the mature trees that provide irreplaceable shade and oxygen to combat climate change. It’s
astounding and unprecedented for elected officials to disregard the overwhelming opinion of the public,
their voters. Who do you represent?

This project morphed from a Streetscape Beautification Plan to a Public Works project when the City
added construction of a new water main to the project, involving $6-8 million of the estimated $20

! Significant disapproval of tree removal by many businesses, including 28 in the project area displaying stickers
supporting retention of the existing trees, has recently been revealed.

? Letters to you dated Feb. 5, Feb. 20, Feb. 27, Mar. 26, Apr. 29, May 7, May 28, June 11, June 18, July 9, July 23
and Aug. 19, and in public comments on Jan. 23, Feb. 13, Feb. 20, Feb. 27, Mar 12, March 26, Apr. 23, Apr. 30, May
14, May 28, June 11, June 18, July 9 and July 23, Aug. 13 and Aug 20, 2024, incorporated by reference.

® Historic photos dating from 1950 (attached) reveal these healthy ficus trees are approximately 84 years old.

* City Manager Brian Saeki admitted on Aug. 20 that the design choice of pavement types doomed the trees.
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million project cost. Increasing water capacity is clearly related to your exclusive negotiation agreement
to contract with Uptown Community Partners, a consortium of developers, to build 344 housing units
on eight City-owned lots in Uptown, an estimated $200+ million of new housing construction
https://www.whittierdailynews.com/2022/03/23/whittier-is-ready-to-try-again-to-develop-alpha-beta-
site/. Of course, clear cutting is easier and cheaper for developers before starting a project. Whittier’s
ironically-named The Groves project is a horrific example of unnecessary removal of over 500 mature
trees instead of designing the project to incorporate many of those trees in recognition of the
tremendous value and beauty that shady trees provide. Builders are legally required to pay
development fees for water and utilities. Yet the adopted Plan calls for resident taxpayers to fund this
“beautification” project despite overwhelming condemnation of the selected Plan eliminating Uptown
Whittier’s most recognizable feature, our magnificent canopy of trees. It appears that OUR taxpayers’
money is burning a hole in your pockets.

At the Aug. 20 meeting, several of you appeared to scold residents for a lack of “foresight” which was
insulting. Fernando Dutra said it would be illogical and irresponsible to not replace the 104-year old
water main on Greenleaf Av. Have residents disagreed with doing that? When Mr. Dutra asked Public
Works Director Kyle Cason if the water main project would require removal of all of the trees, Mr. Cason
admitted it would not.> He mentioned the laterals to the buildings would involve encroachment into the
TPZs, but you and we know that careful tree and root pruning® can and is accommodating existing large
ficus trees in Whittier and in other cities. And during that Aug. 20 meeting, it was mentioned that the
replacement water main would run from Hadley St. all the way to Mar Vista St. Several of you have said
total ficus tree removal involves “only” the three blocks of this project area. Does that mean that new
laterals to buildings extending from the replacement water main would somehow not impact the large
ficus trees from Wardman to Mar Vista?

Whittier residents understand what’s going on. We are united and will NOT give up the fight!

Sincerely,

) "
%’L e ol /’7722?//3/”&4@ ;

Conny McCormack
Former L.A. Co. Registrar-Recorder/County Clerk (ret.)
28-year resident of Whittier

cc: Mayor Joe Vinatieri
Brian Saeki, City Manager
Rigo Garcia, City Clerk

> And in a phone conversation with Fernando Dutra on July 1, 2024, | specifically asked if the water main project
would require removal of all the trees, and he responded it would not.

® As shown in attached pictures and video and as described in my letter of Aug. 19" describing Santa Monica’s
work preserving large ficus during a major development project. Ficus trees are hardy and survive extensive limb
& root pruning. They can’t survive the chain saws you plan to use on them.
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Attachments: pix & short video

' 2

FIRST FRIENDS CHURCH
WASHINGTON AVE. C. 1960. FICUS
PLANTED C.1950.
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August 19, 2024

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

Subject: Greenleaf Promenade: YES you CAN — S| se PUEDE!
Dear City Council Members:

For more than six months, many Whittier residents have provided you with a wealth of
information on how it is indeed possible to save most of the existing trees during the planned
Greenleaf Promenade redevelopment project. Because your City Council has asked “what are
other cities doing?”, | have once again been researching that. | recently discovered a document
that peaked my interest: “The City of Santa Monica’s Guide to Planning and Protection of Public
Trees During Construction Projects.” In that document is a picture of a huge ficus tree with a
deep ditch alongside it dug during a large construction project.

500 Broadway

Collaboration with applicant & 3
party arborists opening an
exploratory trench to review and
mitigate conflicting roots for steel-
beam installation prior to
excavation & shoring. GC waters
trees monthly & provides plant
health care treatments for sustained
tree health during demo and
construction.

Trees were methodically pruned for
property line clearance & tower
crane installation of 8-story
structure to be developed to the
oronertv line.

Seeking to learn more about it, | called and spoke with an Urban Forestry Coordinator for the
City of Santa Monica, the ISA certified arborist in charge of tree preservation during
construction projects. He told me that picture was from a major project about six years ago at
5™ St. and Broadway in Santa Monica. The developer submitted plans to tear down a one-story
building to erect a new 8-story building, but a row of large ficus trees was in the way. The
developer wanted to chop down ALL of the ficus trees in front of the building although that
would have eviscerated the canopy of large ficus trees shading both sides of the street.

The Urban Forestry Coordinator told me that Santa Monica starts projects with an expectation
to try to save trees, which was done successfully with great effort on this project. He said the



project forced a high level of coordination between the developer and the City. Tree health
was assessed and, of course, Tree Protection Zones were involved. Trees and tree roots had to
be trimmed back significantly. But it resulted in a successful development project with new
housing units & retail without sacrificing the existing mature ficus trees that continue to thrive.

Fifth St & Broadway

Further research revealed that Santa Monica’s prior experience attempting to remove 54 ficus
trees for a downtown development project is eerily similar to Whittier’s current tree
controversy https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2007-oct-06-me-ficus6-story.html.
Seventeen years ago, that project ignited residents’ outrage, with ongoing protests, followed by
legal action. Residents successfully halted further tree destruction. Today, most of those tall
ficus trees are still standing. Pitifully, the replacement trees cast only a weak shadow and
provide no viable shade 15 years after planting.

Parking meter shade is similar to replacement trees in Santa Monica....


https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2007-oct-06-me-ficus6-story.html

As described to you in my letter of April 29 entitled A Tale of Two Cities’, my previous research
revealed the cities of Pasadena and Beverly Hills have taken opposite approaches over the past
two years regarding ficus trees when confronting development and beautification. Last year,
Pasadena planted 28 NEW ficus trees on Green St. to fill in empty spaces in their mature ficus
tree canopy. By contrast, Beverly Hills removed ficus trees on one side of an entire block of
Robertson Blvd; outraged residents sued. That litigation is still pending 18 months later.

Fortunately, there IS a WIN-WIN solution to Whittier’s tree controversy. As | wrote to you in my
letter of July 8, and summarized during public comments at your July 9 City Council meeting,
that solution was designed by SWA, the City’s project architects, and presented to you two
years ago. It would retain 70+% of the existing tree canopy and result in a beautiful Pedestrian
Promenade on Greenleaf Av supported by a super-majority of residents and businesses as
shown by results of the City’s professional contracted Community Survey. SWA told you then it
can be done, you know it can be done, and we know it can be done!

Why is it that Whittier’s leadership majority does not comprehend that preserving existing
mature trees CAN be achieved alongside new development? So many other cities in S. CA are
doing that. It is NOT mutually exclusive. Why are you ignoring vociferous and sustained public
outcry at Council meetings? That outrage is clearly demonstrated by 5,766 signatures, growing
daily, on the Petition to Save Our Trees in Uptown Whittier: https://chng.it/fEN5c8yVP

At your special City Council meeting tomorrow, you will once again have the opportunity to get
this project right with the support and enthusiasm of Whittier residents and businesses whom
you were elected to represent. Now is the time to do it: YES you CAN! Sl se PUEDE!

Sincerely,

) Y,
[ 7Py & ),/ Blrrazeh
(

Conny McCormack
Former L.A. Co. Registrar-Recorder/County Clerk (ret.)
28-year resident of Whittier

cc: Mayor Joe Vinatieri
Brian Saeki, City Manager
Rigo Garcia, City Clerk

! Letters to you dated Feb. 5, Feb. 20, Feb. 27, Mar. 26, Apr. 29, May 7, May 28, June 11, June 18, July 9, and July
23 and public comments on Jan. 23, Feb. 13, Feb. 20, Feb. 27, Mar 12, March 26, Apr. 23, Apr. 30, May 14, May 28,
June 11, June 18, July 9 and July 23, and Aug. 13 incorporated by reference.
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July 8, 2024

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

Subject: Identifying a Win-Win Solution for the Greenleaf Promenade!
Dear City Council Members:

Hindsight is 20/20 — looking back during a crisis and seeing things more clearly... The entire
Whittier community, businesses and residents alike, want to be proud of and excited by a
Greenleaf Promenade that revitalizes Uptown! Everyone wants thriving businesses drawing
residents and families from all over the area to shop, dine and enjoy.

When and why did this Dream project go awry? What assumptions were made, based on what
circumstances and data? Is it possible to get the Greenleaf Promenade project back on track
with the overwhelming support of Whittier stakeholders, both businesses and residents?
(Spoiler-alert: the answer is YES!)

Clarity has emerged. After re-watching City Council meetings on the Greenleaf Promenade
project?, a path forward exists with overwhelming community-wide support. Council member
Fernando Dutra advocated for this approach, as did 86% of Whittier Survey respondents,
including 74% of Uptown business owners and 83% of Uptown business property owners as
reflected in the city’s professionally-contracted Community Survey2 with 1,934 participants: a
Pedestrian Promenade (closed to traffic). And SWA, the City’s project architects, already
designed that Pedestrian Promenade option that keeps the canopy, retaining more than half
of the existing trees!

Many Uptown businesses have recently come forward saying they are in favor of saving the
trees (the Survey contemplated keeping the tree canopy.) To silence talk of boycotting
businesses, reverse public dissent and convert it to enthusiastic consumer support, City Council
members and leadership of Whittier’s business associations® could and should recognize that
reverting to a closed Pedestrian Promenade is now in the best interest of the business
community AND the public, their customers. A Pedestrian Promenade was contemplated for
years, successful during the pandemic, overwhelmingly supported by Community Survey data,
and continues to draw people to Uptown when closing the street - as recent Wed. evening
summer markets attest when thousands stroll a closed Greenleaf Av under the shady trees.

! Focusing on videotapes of City Council meetings on the Greenleaf Promenade project from 2021 —2024.
2 https://online.cityofwhittier.org/OnBaseAgendaOnline/Documents/ViewDocument/ATTACHMENT%20C%20-
%20PROMENADE%20SURVEY%20DATA%20(42157).pdf?meetingld=3568&documentType=Agenda&itemld=42157&publishid=21048&isSection

=false
* Chamber of Commerce, Uptown Whittier Association, and Whittier Uptown Improvement Association.
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WHAT HAPPENED?

June 14, 2022 City Council meeting: This was the first in-person Council meeting after more
than a year of meetings on Zoom during the height of the Covid pandemic. City Manager Brian
Saeki introduced the Greenleaf Promenade agenda item with a staff report providing data from
the 2021 Survey of businesses and residents: Out of 1,934 total respondents, 1,620 of 1,881
(86%) supported a permanent Promenade, with 60 Of 81 (74%) of Uptown business owners
supporting permanent closure as well as 199 of 241 (83%) of Uptown property owners. Brian
Saeki turned the staff presentation over to Public Works Director Kyle Cason who showed this
slide of the three options: Gardens of Uptown, Pedestrian Promenade, or Open St. Promenade.

Comparison Summary

Gardens of Uptown Pedestrian Promenade Open Street Promenade

b
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E ]
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» Maintains vehicular circulation » Pedestrian-only street experience = Maintains vehicular circulation

* Mix of parallell and diagonal » Park-like environment » Drop-off zones and handicap
parking - Large dining and gathering patios  Parking provided

« Small seating parklets in select - New and enhanced landscaping » Large dining and gathering patios
Perking gpots ‘ « Mix of existing and new trees » New and enhanced landscaping

» New and enhanced landscaping « All-new trees

» Mix of existing and new trees

% swa Comparison of Streetscape Design Concepts for Greenleaf Avenue
Whittier, California.

When speaking about the Gardens of Uptown, Kyle Cason stated it is the option with the most
parking. When describing the Pedestrian Promenade, he said 150 parking spaces would be
gone, and it would “likely need to remove most existing trees.” When describing the Open St.
Promenade, Kyle said 126 parking spaces would be gone and would “need to remove most of
the trees.” He did NOT review the bullet points under each option when showing the
comparison picture above. That picture clearly shows the Pedestrian Promenade includes a
mix of EXISTING and NEW trees while the Open St. Promenade has ALL NEW TREES.

At that June 14, 2022 City Council meeting, Fernando Dutra was the only council member who
expressed concern about saving the existing Greenleaf Av trees. Other council members talked



about loss of parking spaces” and skateboarding (Jessica Martinez), or focused on businesses
(Octavio Martinez & Cathy Warner - their comments are below). Brian Saeki clarified the design
and materials for all three options eliminates skateboarding.

Fernando Dutra asked “Which of these three options preserves the most existing trees?” Brian
Saeki responded: “The Gardens of Uptown preserves some trees, the other options do not.”
That is incorrect! The SWA-designed Pedestrian Promenade clearly describes and illustrates a
mix of existing trees and new trees. As shown in the SWA illustration below, more than half
(approximately 70+%) of the ficus trees would remain. New trees are depicted ONLY at the
intersections and crosswalks. And new pavement to accommodate existing tree trunks is
clearly specified®.

1/2 Block Concept - 2021 Pedestrian Promenade Option

Removable bollards New tr}aes at |ntsrsgcﬂons Dining and/or public seating decks
and mid block crossings

Automatic String lights

retractable bollards Existing ficus trees,

in fire lane modify new paving to
accommodate tree trunks

Repaved sidewalk

= w= = == Extent of Fire Lane

Turf in Grasspave2 system On-grade b'uffer planting
(within fire lane) around patios

Ornamental grasses in Grasspave2 system .
(within fire lane) 150 Parking spaces removed

L 0 Parking spaces provided
A

Preliminary count for entire 3-block scope area
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Fernando Dutra strongly advocated for the closed Pedestrian Promenade option, stating that is
what has been talked about for the past 5-6 years, and was the basis for the “poll (Survey) that

*The Open St. Promenade (hybrid) adopted by the City Council on 12/12/23 and again on 6/18/24 eliminates 84% of existing on-street parking

spaces in the three block Promenade area (126 of 150 parking spaces gone, with only 24 remaining). The Pedestrian Promenade would remove
those 24 spaces. Either Plan relies upon the two parking garages and adjacent surface lots with 825 identified parking spaces to accommodate

Promenade parking needs.

* SWA design documents for the Pedestrian Promenade identify grading challenges exceeding 2% in multiple directions, stating that issue can
be addressed with a comprehensive design strategy, landscaping, and upgrading pavement throughout the site, “preserving the eclectic feel
and modularity of the current street configuration”.



we spent thousands of dollars on”. He lamented that there has never been enough foot traffic
in Uptown, but with the pandemic and the street closing, Uptown was busier than ever and
survived the pandemic. He said he would not agree to a totally open street design.

Octavio Martinez mentioned that the Open St. Promenade seems more favored by businesses
(there were six public comments at that June 14, 2022 meeting about the Greenleaf
Promenade). Cathy Warner said “for many reasons, any part of Greenleaf being closed doesn’t
work for me.” She didn’t give any reasons stating it was 10 pm and good decisions don’t
happen after 10 pm. Due to the late hour and apparent 2-2 deadlock vote®, Brian Saeki pleaded
to suspend the item and bring it back for a decision at the next meeting.

June 28, 2022 City Council meeting: The die is cast during this meeting. During public comment
there were 14 speakers on the Greenleaf Promenade. Several businesses spoke in favor of a
closed Pedestrian Promenade. A tiny number of retailers spoke against a closed Pedestrian
Promenade (the same people who spoke at the June 14 meeting). And, as the Community
Survey data of all Uptown business owners and property owners clearly reveals, the number of
businesses opposed to a closed Pedestrian Promenade is miniscule.

However, in an attempt to accommodate ALL businesses, representatives of the Chamber of
Commerce, Whittier Uptown Association and Uptown Whittier Improvement Association spoke
saying “all three groups of stakeholders” met and prefer an Open St. Promenade with the
option to close on weekends and special events (hybrid). Cathy Warner asked someone “to do
the math” regarding how many people those three organizations represent. The Council says
“it’s a lot”, about 1,400 (many members of those organizations overlap. And nobody
mentioned that a super-majority of businesses supported the Pedestrian Promenade.) There
was NO discussion of the fate of Greenleaf Ave. existing trees! The vote was taken: 3-1in
favor of Open St. Promenade (hybrid) with Fernando Dutra voting No, as he continued to
advocate for a Pedestrian Promenade which 86% of the public and 74-83% of businesses want,
as documented by the Survey data.

Pedestrian Promenade - Typical Section

@ swa

NOTE: Outdoor Dining Spaces depth’ and Planting + Drainage. Existing ficus trees shown.

6 Cathy W and Octavio M for Open St. Promenade; Fernando D and Jessica M for closed Pedestrian Promenade.

’ Fernando Dutra also asked at the June 14, 2022 meeting “which option gives the most space for outdoor dining?”
Kyle Cason didn’t specifically respond (he alluded to a maximum of 500 sq. ft.) But the SWA diagram above clearly
shows the Pedestrian Promenade provides the most outdoor dining space, extending out 14 ft. compared to the
Open St. Promenade, extending out 12 ft. Kyle also mentioned it’s easier for outdoor dining with a closed
Pedestrian Promenade because no traffic protects outdoor dining spaces better.



Open Street Promenade - Typical Section
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NOTE: Size of Outdoor Dining Spaces AND Planting + Drainage depth. All new trees.

Seismic Shift - Tree Advocacy Takes the Spotlight

The City Council finalized the vote on the Greenleaf Promenade on Dec. 12, 2023. Public
outrage exploded after residents learned that the chosen design entailed chopping down the
entire iconic tree canopy. Beginning with the first Council meeting in Jan. 2024, and repeatedly
ever since, hundreds of angry residents have filled the Council chambers to overflowing,
speaking vociferously against the planned tree massacre. Hundreds more have written heart-
wrenching letters begging the City Council to save the tree canopy. A Petition to Save our
Trees in Uptown, https://chng.it/fFN5cS8yVP was started in late March® and took off! Since
the June 18, 2024 City Council re-vote, the Petition is more active than ever with 4,797+
signatures and growing daily. Community-wide outrage has intensified and continues to gain
momentum as more people learn every day about the planned, drastic, 100% tree removal.

It is now crystal clear that Uptown tree advocates will NOT go away. Media coverage of this
tree controversy is widespread, including by The Los Angeles Times, Whittier Daily News, TV
Channels 5, 7, 9, Spectrum 1 and others, and will surely continue. Reporters can envision what
all of Whittier realizes would be a horrific scene if chain saws appear to chop down ALL of these
healthy, shady trees that people love and will defend...

And NOW the public will learn there WAS and still IS a Greenleaf Promenade solution that
Keeps the Tree Canopy, designed by SWA, proposed to the City Council, and enthusiastically
embraced by a super majority in Whittier: 86% of Survey respondents including 74% of
Uptown business owners and 83% of Uptown business property owners.

And WHY was the dream of a Pedestrian Promenade lined with tall, shady trees, in a beautiful
garden-like setting rejected by the majority of the City Council? They were erroneously told
that existing trees would be gone in either Plan, so they might as well “split the baby” with a
hybrid approach to a Promenade Plan that, at the time, appeared to appease everyone®. That

8 Originated by Whittier residents Eva Rodriguez, Fullerton College freshman, and Cal High senior Noa Larios .

® All cities deal with liability and insurance costs, including related to city-owned/maintained trees. At both the Feb. 20, 2024 and April 30, 2024
City Council meetings/study sessions on the Greenleaf Promenade, Brian Saeki admitted that cutting down these 108 trees in Uptown, out of
26,000 City-owned trees, would not impact the City’s insurance costs or liability. How could it? Is the “final solution” chopping down all of the
city-owned trees?


https://chng.it/fFN5cS8yVP

“compromise” did not foresee the tsunami of public outrage and widespread community
dissent that erupted and continues to accelerate. That must end and can be turned around.

How to Get There...

It will require bringing the project back for a vote to again modify the design to approve the
Pedestrian Promenade option already designed by SWA. Fernando Dutra strongly advocated
for this approach - a Pedestrian Promenade that Keeps the Tree Canopy. Mary Ann Pacheco
voted against the Open St. Promenade (hybrid) on June 18, 2024, citing the community furor.
She would likely be amenable to supporting what 86% of Whittier respondents, including 74-
83% of businesses, embraced in the Community Survey. Octavio Martinez and Cathy Warner
are heavily influenced by the business community represented by the three associations, but
also by residents and voters they represent. And a super-majority of the business owners and
business property owners that the associations represent advocated in the Survey for a closed
Pedestrian Promenade. Businesses are also affected by overwhelming public opinion.

At the June 28, 2022 Council meeting described above, Cathy Warner said “For me, during my
years of public service, if | am given additional information that a better decision can be made, |
hope that I'm always willing to make a better decision based on changing circumstances and
opinions...” At that same meeting, Octavio Martinez supported the business community with
their preferred hybrid plan. He alluded to the Survey results showing overwhelming support for
the Pedestrian Promenade but said “those 2,000 people aren’t here today.” Now it’s a LOT
more than 2,000... The barrage of emails/letters to the City Council, public comment speakers
at every City Council meeting, and 4,797+ petition signers and growing is unrelenting. Elected
representatives can and should be flexible to re-consider the option enthusiastically supported
by the super-majority of residents and businesses, a true Pedestrian Promenade. And no
vehicle traffic would eliminate noise and exhaust fumes, greatly enhancing the outdoor dining
experience, shopping and strolling along the Promenade.

Talking about Whittier City Council vote re-consideration, an article was recently published on
that topic in the Whittier Daily News (Sunday, June 30). Columnist Mike Sprague retells the
history of the City Council vote reversal on the fireworks issue. In Feb. 2007, on a 4-1 vote
(Cathy Warner, Bob Henderson, Greg Nordbak and Joe Vinatieri), they voted to allow use and
sale of fireworks (Owen Newcomer opposed). In April 2007, the Council reversed course and
voted unanimously 5-0 to ban all fireworks. The reason for the reversal was public opinion.™

'® This news article cites Greg Nordbak saying he received about 2,400 comments about the fireworks, with only three supporting keeping
fireworks legal. Bob Henderson is quoted as saying “I remember Joe coming to me and saying ‘What do we do now?’” He replied “We reverse
our position and do it. It’s one we lost. You just have to back off.” Mayor Joe Vinatieri, in an interview this year, told Sprague, “It was a good
lesson for me to learn as a good councilman. Sometimes you take positions that might not be in the best interests of the whole community.
You try to do the best you can but sometimes you just call it wrong.”



A Pedestrian Promenade was promised all along. This would be a WIN/WIN, bringing all of
Whittier together, resulting in a beautiful Pedestrian Promenade (SWA illustration below):
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Constrast that picture with this SWA illustration (below) of the currently approved project,
devoid of our iconic tree canopy and vocifierously opposed by the public:
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Adopting the Pedestrian Promenade option is a WIN-WIN solution for the Greenleaf
Promenade to become THE destination on the Eastside! This major project could move ahead

rapidly with enthusiastic community-wide support. The public would applaud your wisdom in
re-considering.

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

cc: Joe Vinatieri, Mayor of Whittier
Brian Saeki, City Manager
Nicole Shahenian, President & CEO, Whittier Area Chamber of Commerce
Justin Tipton, President, Whittier Uptown Association
David Gonzales, President, Whittier Uptown Improvement Association
Eva Rodriguez, Save our Trees in Uptown Whittier, Petition originator
Noa Larios, Save our Trees in Uptown Whittier, Petition co-originator
Rigo Garcia, City Clerk



