A Tale of Two Hotels — and the Future of a City

One has been renovated
toserve L.A.’s neediest.
The other, nearby, may
’ become a fancy address.

| By CARLA RIVERA
Times Staff Writer

While the pace of develop-
ment in downtown Los Angeles
is generating excitement and
momentum, the fortunes of two
stately early 20th century hotels
symbolize the political chal-
lenges of melding the old arid the
new.

The renovated St. George Ho-

tel, with its ocher and beige mod-
ernist exterior, could pass as a
smart new hostelry catering to
the trendy and the famous. That
it sits at the edge of skid row and
houses formerly homeless peo-
ple augurs well for those who be-
lieve such low-rent single-room-
occupancy hotels are essential to
stem the tide of homelessness.
Afew blocks away at the Bris-
tol Hotel, formerly homeless resi-
dents were evicted so it could be
converted into a luxury bout:ique
hotel.
The area is undergoing a

makeover with new cultural in-

stitutions, an influx of residents
and demand for residential lofts

and swanky visitor accommoda-
tions. At the same time, it hosts
one of the nation’s largest con-
centrations of homeless people
and services that aid them.

The city’s policymakers are
trying to navigate a path that
meets the needs of downtown’s
most vulnerable residents with-
out blunting a renaissance that
could reshape the skyline and
add billions to the area’s value.

Los Angeles Mayor Antonio
Villaraigosa last week said he
would work to put a $l-billion
bond measure to support afford-
able housing before voters, and
he proposed using $50 million in
city funds to develop low-income

housing, including the rehabili-
tation of low-rent residential ho-
tels.

Meanwhile, the City Council
is considering a one-year city-
wide moratorium on the demoli-
tion of single-room-occupancy
hotels — often the housing of last
resort — until it can develop a
preservation strategy.

“We've never gone through
such a sustained recovery pe-
riod, with projects in the pipeline
that will bring jobs to this area,”
said Councilwoman Jan Perry,
who proposed the moratorium.

Perry represents part of
downtown’s ﬂnancial district as
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Two Hotels

Symbolize an!
L.A. Dilemma

“When these places stop be-
ing residential hotels, one result
is that homelessness goes up,”
said Mike Alvidrez, executive
director of Skid Row Housing
Trust, the nonprofit developer of
the St. George Hotel project.

The six-story, 86-room St.
‘George was built in 1904 and,
because of its proximity to the
theater district, was frequented
by actors and other performers.
After a $9-million renovation last
year, it provides subsidized
housing for homeless people
with HIV, AIDS, mental illnesses
and other disabilities.

The trust operates 1,180 units
in 19 hotels, with an 89-unit
building under construction,- a
115-unit building in development
and a 76-unit building in escrow.
All are downtown. But Alvidrez
said he and other developers of
housing for low-income tenants
are being pinched by high Iand
costs.

Officials are looking at other
cities, including San Diego and
San Francisco, which enacted
preservation ordinances allow-
ing owners to demolish or con-
vert single-room-occupancy ho-
tels only if they replace the units
or pay replacement fees, accord-
ing to the Los Angeles Housmg
Department report.

In San Francisco, which has
about 520 residential hotels with
more than 19,000 units, displaced
residents get relocation fees and
have first right of refusal for re-
placement units.

The effect has been to greatly
minimize conversions and demo-
litions, said San Francisco’s chief
building inspector, Rosemary
Bosque.

and multi-pronged,” he said.
“You have to bring everyone in,
solicit their views and find com-
mon ground.”

The city previously has im-
posed moratoriums on demoli-
tion and conversion of single-
room-occupancy hotels. The last
one expired in 1994. Since then,
according to the Los Angeles
Housing Department, at least 10
single-room occupancy hotels
with more than 1,087 units have
been demolished, closed because
of nuisance claims or converted
to upscale lofts.

Meanwhile, housing officials
are monitoring an additional
seven buildings, with 2,270 units,
that could be earmarked for eon-
version to luxury lofts or hotels.

The typical resident of a
single-room-occupancy hotel is
an African American man who
receives public assistance of
about $221 a month. Only about
10% are employed, and many suf-
fer from chronic diseases, sub-
stance abuse, mental illness and
other disabilities, according to
the housing department.

Monthly rent for these units
ranges from $280 to $350, but fed-
eral subsidies allow some resi-
dents to pay only about 30% of
their monthly income for rent.

Even as development contin-
ues downtown, it is unlikely to
smother the core of skid row,
where many single-room-occu-
pancy hotels are located, officials
said. Many hotels are too dilapi-
dated to appeal to developers,
and uprooting more residents
might prove politically unpalat-
able.

“Many of these places house
the frail and elderly, and it may
be the last stop for them,” Perry
said.

The turnover at the 103-unit
Bristol Hotel was widely publi-
cized after advocates alleged
that residents were forced out
without enough warning or
proper compensation, a charge
the previous owners denied.

The new owner, Adoifo Suaya,
who also owns the Gaucho Grill
restaurant chain, hoped to
transform the seven-story 1920
building into an 84-room hotel
with a rooftop bar, a basement
nighteclub, a restaurant and a
movie theater for guests. A
Suaya representative said plans
are on hold.

Advocates agree that many
hotel tenants live on the preci-
pice and could fall back into
homelessness.
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