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While there is no shortage of debate on 
Measure S, the public dialogue has been 
relatively uninformed about the likely 
consequences of the Measure, in part due 
to difficulties in working with the various data sources 
on permitting and housing construction in Los Angeles. 
In this brief, our best assessment of the available 
research and data leads us to conclude that if the 
Measure passes, rents and property costs in the Los 
Angeles region are likely to rise even faster than they are 
already.

MEASURE S 
FUNDAMENTALS 

Longstanding conflicts over development have come 
to a head in Los Angeles. Measure S, on the Special 
Election ballot on March 7, 2017, proposes substantial 
changes to zoning and development policies and 
processes in Los Angeles. 

There are six distinct components of Measure S, as 
follows:
1.	 a two-year moratorium on projects seeking General 

Plan Amendments, height exceptions, or zoning 
changes
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2.	 a permanent prohibition on “spot zoning” – changes 
in zoning applied to single parcels

3.	 a regular five-year public review of the city’s 
General Plan

4.	 a prohibition on developers performing their own 
Environmental Impact Reports

5.	 a requirement that the City make findings of General 
Plan consistency for project approvals

6.	 a permanent prohibition on parking variances 
greater than one-third of the required parking

This issue brief deals predominantly with the likely 
consequences of: (1), the moratorium, and (2) the 
prohibition on spot zoning; and briefly discusses (6) 
the prohibition on parking variances as it relates to 
affordable housing developments. The impacts of 
components 3, 4, and 5 are better-understood, and 
moreover, as of February 8, 2017, the City Council has 
already adopted changes to the development process 
that align with these components of Measure S.1

Our best assessment of the available research and data 
leads us to conclude that each of the three components 
under examination in this brief are likely to raise the 
cost of housing in the region. In other words, rents and 
property costs – already at historic highs for the region, 
and higher than all but a few markets in the country – 
are likely to rise faster if Measure S passes. Broadly, this 

Figure 1. Relationship 
between zoning capacity 
and population
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is because each of these three proposed rules has the 
effect of restricting the supply of housing.

Component 1: The moratorium on the use of 
exceptions and amendments  

Measure S, if passed, would halt for two years any 
development requiring a Zone Change, Height District 
change, or General Plan Amendment.

Proponents of Measure S have argued that the planning 
process relies too heavily on ad-hoc, discretionary 
actions and nefarious back-room negotiations between 
council members and developers. It is indeed the case 
that the planning process in Los Angeles stipulates a 
complex set of political transactions. The many forms 
of discretionary actions have accreted to a sometimes 
negotiable and often unpredictable entitlements 
process.

While the Measure S proponents are correct to point out 
the overuse of tools designed for occasional application, 
a simple ban on their use fails to address why these 
tools are so relied upon. Zoned housing capacity has 
been on a steady decline for 55 years in Los Angeles 
(Figure 1).2 With less capacity to build by-right, such 
exceptions have become increasingly necessary to build 
meaningful numbers of housing units.

If Measure S passes, how many housing units would 
be prevented from being built? And where in the City 
would they be located? To answer these questions, we 
examined the projects that were granted at least one 
of these exceptions using data on the past five years 
(2011-2016) of approvals and permits (Figure 2). The 
public debate on the likely effects of this component 
of the measure has been relatively uninformed due 
to the challenges involved in working with this data – 
specifically, reconciling a persistent time lag between 
the city’s disparate databases for zoning approvals and 
building permits.

Our conservative estimate is that at least 9% of all units 
that received a Certificate of Occupancy between 2011 
and 2016 necessitated use of these exceptions. But the 
number could be as high as 27%.3, 4  Nine percent may 
seem low, suggesting Measures S would be low impact, 
but the Zone Changes and General Plan Amendments 
are used predominantly for large-unit projects: 80% 
of the 70 projects built in this manner between 2011 
and 2016 contained 5 units or more. So the evidence 
indicates that these exceptions are important tools to 
build higher density. We included example projects 
(Figures 4 & 5) that would not be built had Measure S 

been in effect when these projects went through the 
development pipeline. 

In terms of location, the use of these amendments is 
concentrated in the San Fernando Valley where most 
plans are over fifteen years old (Figure 7). Projects 
that rely on these exceptions also tend to be located 
near rail transit, which is particularly true of the larger 
projects (Figure 8). This pattern suggests that General 
Plan Amendments and Zone Changes are not just tools 
for creating density, but are being used deliberately 
by planners striving to meet the city’s Transit Oriented 
Development goal of “highly accessible housing”.5

Component 2: The permanent ban on spot-
zoning and the community plan process   

Measure S includes a permanent restriction on the use 
of General Plan Amendments for zoning an individual 
parcel or site differently from its neighbors, also known 
as spot-zoning. The Measure permanently limits General 
Plan Amendments to the community or district plan area 
scale, meaning that until Community Plans are updated, 
much development would be impossible to permit, 
even after the lapse of the two-year moratorium. The 
City has 35 Community Plans, most of which have not 
been revised for over 15 years (Figure 7).6 In response 
to the threat of Measure S, the Los Angeles City Council 
has already agreed that Community Plans will now 
be revised every six years, and has stated a goal of 
having them all updated by 2024. While the Council 
has identified funding sources to speed up the process, 
the timeline remains uncertain. As such, this provision 
of Measure S could effectively impede development 
until 2024 or beyond. Opponents have nicknamed this 
provision the “silent moratorium.”

Why does it take so long to update Community Plans? 
The Community Planning process is by definition 
designed to draw heavily on community input. Planners 
interface with the public throughout the process, which 
is kicked off by focus groups with local stakeholders, 
leading into a public community workshop of initial 
ideas. A preliminary plan then undergoes three stages 
of public scrutiny, comment, and revision during the 
environmental clearance, an open house, and a public 
hearing. 7 All comments must be taken into consideration 
in drafting the final product. Like any process that 
requires public approval, each of these stages can be 
held up by disputes and the occasional lawsuit.8

Even if all 35 Community Plans could be updated 
rapidly, this would be unlikely to solve the fundamental 
problem of a lack of zoned housing capacity. Slow 
growth advocates have largely succeeded at fighting 
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Figure 2. By-right and discretionary developments from 2011 - 2016

Figure 3. By-right and discretionary developments from 2011 - 2016
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Figure 4. Riverwalk at Reseda

Replaced an underutilized church on blighted vacant land and added 77 affordable family homes for 
240 low-income people (would not have been allowed under Measure S).

Figure 5. The Boulevard Apartments in Woodland Hills

Former site of the modernist Valley Music Theater building, long used as a Jehovah’s Witness Regional 
Assembly Hall, is now home to 340 market-rate condos and “live+work” lofts (would not have been 
allowed under Measure S).
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Figure 6. Locations of developments built from 2011 - 2016

Figure 7. Community plans by age
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growth on the battlefield of these community plans in 
the past and will likely continue to do so. While it is good 
governance to build only what is agreed upon in these 
Community Plans, without a pro-growth movement or 
elected leadership pushing to write more density into 
the plans, Community Plans are likely to remain a tool to 
stifle growth.

Relationship between new high-end housing 
units and the housing market 

Some of the marketing in support of Measure S implies 
that new housing is expensive and set-aside for the 
wealthy. True or not, new housing, even luxury, is 
crucial to the overall affordability of the housing supply. 
Research shows that new, high-end housing attracts 
high-income households, freeing up older, existing 
units, which then filter to lower income households.9 By 
simply disengaging space, new expensive units facilitate 
housing access and can improve overall housing 

affordability at the regional level. More generally, 
extensive research on land use regulations shows that 
housing markets that are more responsive to demand 
changes (due to fewer land use regulations) experience 
less price growth.10 In a successful Measure S scenario 
with no new housing, high-income residents would 
hold onto older, existing units that would otherwise be 
utilized by middle-income households. Those middle-
income households would compete for the low-end of 
the housing market, and low-income families could be 
shut out altogether.

On this point, research from California’s Legislative 
Analyst’s Office shows a link between increased 
construction of market–rate housing and reduced 
displacement. As market–rate housing construction 
tends to slow the growth in prices and rents, it can 
make it easier for low–income households to afford 
their existing homes, lessening the risk of displacement 
of low–income households.11 Similar research finds 
that both market-rate and subsidized housing reduce 
displacement pressures, with subsidized housing 
showing over double the positive impact of market-rate 
units.12 Given these fundamental dynamics, Measure S’ 
two-year construction ban will likely escalate the pace 
of displacement of low income residents.

A final note on affordable developments

The Measure S Coalition maintains that affordable 
developments are exempt from the Measure. This is not 
true. The measure exempts 100% affordable projects 
from the Height District or Zone Change prohibitions, 
but not the prohibition on General Plan Amendments. 
Realistically, if a project needs a Zone Change, it 
may need a General Plan Amendment as well. In any 
case, aside from the occasional supportive housing 
development or senior housing, there is virtually no such 
thing as a 100% affordable project. Low rents make it 
nearly impossible for the developer to recover costs, 
which is why the vast majority of affordable housing 
projects contain at least 20% market rate units. Any 
100% affordable project on the market was built by a 
mission driven nonprofit with deep public subsidies.  
The measure also limits the use of parking variances, 
one of the most important tools for building affordable 
housing.13 If Measure S passes, the bottom line is 
that very little affordable housing will be built for the 
foreseeable future.

Figure 8. General plan amendments and zone changes 
by size
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CONCLUSION: RIGHT 

PROBLEM, WRONG 

SOLUTION 

It is indeed a problem that housing production in 
Los Angeles depends so much upon ad-hoc and 
discretionary processes like Zone Changes and 
General Plan Amendments. They can make it difficult 
for residents to anticipate neighborhood change and 
the frequent development deal-making concentrates 
power in the hands of City Council members where 
development outcomes often hinge on favorable 
campaign donations. Measure S proponents have 

rightfully criticized this situation. At the same time, 
however, Los Angeles is in an increasingly dire housing 
affordability crisis, and the only real solution to that crisis 
is to build more housing. In order to do that without 
relying upon amendments and spot-zoning, the City 
needs to systematically upzone, and relax or remove 
parking requirements. A real solution would include 
those elements in order to protect housing affordability. 
Without a vision for a denser Los Angeles where it is 
easier to build housing, Measure S promises nearly 
certain increases in rents and property costs.

Michael Lens is the associate faculty director of the Lewis Center for Regional Policy Studies and an associate professor 
of urban planning and public policy at the UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs. Kate Traynor, Madeline Brozen, and 
Herbie Huff contributed to this brief.  
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