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ABSTRACT

While Los Angeles provides an array of goods, services, and amenities across its
expansive borders in a quintessentially polycentric manner, there continues to appear to be
a lack of some of these “urban functions” in some of the densest parts of the city. This thesis
serves to identify this mismatch, comparing a set of six southeast Los Angeles municipalities—
whose population densities rival and sometimes exceed some of the nation’s largest cities’—
and a portion of Central Los Angeles of roughly the same area and density. While this study
reveals that only in some cases do the southeast Los Angeles cities lack urban functions relative
to the central city, they generally fall under “high-order” categories such as health care facilities
and cultural centers. The study concludes with recommendations for increasing these highorder functions, which would at once grant cities a sense of identity and relieve cost- and
time-burdens on residents who must continue traveling to a city center for high-order urban
functions.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis explores the themes of urbanity and completeness in six southeast Los
Angeles cities: Maywood, Cudahy, Bell, Huntington Park, South Gate, and Lynwood. These
cities’ population densities exceed even those of some large American cities like Philadelphia and
Miami, but their urban functions appear to be of lower order when compared against these cities
and Los Angeles itself. I argue that lower-order functionality in these cities and elsewhere in the
metropolitan area may have been sufficient in previous decades, but population and economic
restructuring between the 1960s and 1980s have left these cities overpopulated in terms of the
goods, amenities, and services they currently provide. This defies even traditional models of
polycentric cities that present a “near uniform” distribution of amenities across the built-up
area (Bertaud, Lefévre, & Yuen, 2009, p. 110). This is true not just of these six cities, but also of
other pockets of Los Angeles who find the resource-rich parts of the city inaccessible; take, for
instance, the 4,200-acre Griffith Park—five times the size of Central Park—located north of the
wealthy Los Feliz neighborhood, making it inaccessible for “many of the poorest parts of the
city, particularly those lying south of Interstate 10” (Hawthorne, 2012, p. 12). By examining the
hierarchy of urban functions and what these municipalities contribute, this thesis will suggest
ways in which such cities can become more sufficient, at once granting them a sense of identity
and relieving burdens on the “distribution centers” that is traditionally the central city and other
popular nodes that have emerged over the course of time.
Research methods involved comparing Central Los Angeles to the six southeast Los
Angeles cities, referred to colloquially and in this thesis as “Gateway Communities” because
of their roles in the past three decades as immigrant community “gateways” to Los Angeles
(Sterngold, 2000). These cities are part of the 26 cities officially comprising the Gateway Cities
of Los Angeles but were selected for their unusually high population densities and proximity to
the downtown. Using an online telephone book, these cities, individually and agglomerated,
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were compared to Central Los Angeles for the presence of pre-determined low-, medium-, and
high-order urban functions. I hypothesized that the Gateway Communities would possess,
and even have a surplus of, low-order urban functions; have a comparable presence of mediumorder urban functions; and have a deficit of high-order urban functions. That is, in terms of its
population density, the Gateway Communities would possess the inverse of what traditional
urban economic theory predicts. This thesis concludes with recommendations for optimizing
the polycentric nature of the Los Angeles metropolitan area that involve “completing” the
subcenters, such as the Gateway Communities, that have become normal within the urban
network for the past century.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

A brief review of the research on this topic shows that the multinucleated urban region
does not show any sign of reversal, but rather of acceleration and continued proliferation.
According to Brockerhoff, decentralization “has been the most prominent feature of urban
population change in the United States since the 1960s” (2000, p. 36). By 1964, James Vance had
already begun to observe that major American metropolises had become decentralized due to
population and economic restructuring of the city, reducing metropolises to a series of “urban
realm” subregions (p.78). The urban realms, he wrote, were natural outcomes of the city having
grown beyond the metropolis and contain contemporary edge cities. Beauregard and Haila (1997,
p. 337) say that the city is in a perpetual state of incompleteness due in part to the rise of such
functional edge cities.
But Lang and LeFurgy show that not all booming cities today are edge cities. Each
decade, according to the authors, a new group of cities surpasses the 100,000-person mark,
which the Census uses as an informal threshold for big places. Most of these cities, according
to Lang and LeFurgy, are “in fact overgrown suburbs” (2007, p. 162). This is beginning to be
burdensome on cities, especially with regard to worsening freeway traffic (p. 166). Commuting
between the urban realms described by Vance has become increasingly difficult, and demand
is being generated for “more diversified environments, which include employment and
entertainment centers” in non-center cities (1964, p. 70).
There is, largely, agreement that the city is dispersing into one place with multiple nodes.
However, opinions vary when discussing the future relevance of the actual center city. Joel
Kotkin (2010 and 2011), champion of suburban development and dispersion—which focuses
on developing small- and mid-size cities—expects the American preference for the suburbs
to outlast what will prove to be a temporarily rekindled interest in moving back to the urban
core. In his writing nearly a decade earlier, Glaeser (2000), too, predicted that the moderately
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dense edge city would come to dominate. Both authors predict that such suburbs will evolve
to be less reliant on major cities and long-distance commuting. In his polynucleated model,
Kotkin imagines the suburb of the future as the preindustrial village of the past, with sufficient
commercial and residential. This is not a far cry, it turns out, from either Homer Hoyt’s 1939
polynucleated city model or the original vision behind the simultaneous development of postwar
boom cities in Los Angeles County (Hise, 1997, p. 217).
To Gottdiener and Hutchison, the city is well past being viewed as the “incubator”
of most industries, though “some new manufacturing, such as textiles or light manufacture,
may still start there” (2010, p. 137). The playing field between city center and suburb has been
leveled, and development has already begun just as frequently in one place as in the other,
creating waves in the traditional thinking about economic development at the metropolitan
level. Gottdiener and Hutchison outright reject Richardson’s assertion that every region should
contain a large city; at the time of his writing in 1972, the large city was still the “seedbed for
innovation, managerial expertise and growth,” as well as a “port of entry” for new technology
and ideas (p. 45). In fact, they argue, as metropolitan growth occurred, central cities have not
retained their “command-and-control functions” (Gottdiener & Hutchison, 2010, p. 137). The
prediction was that the traditional manufacturing city would continue to spiral downward
while the moderately dense edge city, a concept popularized by Garreau in 1991, would continue
on its way to becoming the “dominant urban form of the future” (p. 136); home to businesses,
shopping, and entertainment formerly found in the traditional urban area, edge cities contain the
types and levels of urban functions. Lang and LeFurgy’s observation that freeways are currently
too congested to make trips into the center city convenient corroborates this stance. Leaders
in boomburbs, they say, have already interpreted this as a call to provide amenities within their
own jurisdictional boundaries (2007, p. 166).
Kotkin (1996) argues that this not only the city’s fate, but it is also hugely beneficial
for cities to disperse for economic development-related reasons, because welfare recipients are
fewer and bureaucracies smaller. The “excessive regulation” burdening center cities may result in

10

years for plan approvals, whereas municipalities surrounding the center may require only
months. Kotkin attributes this to the entertainment industry’s favor toward Burbank—not
Hollywood—due to the lower rents. However, this viewpoint is little more than a snapshot
of the current urban landscape, largely ignoring both the causal factors and the consequences
of it. A number of authors argue that the acceptance of a polycentric model necessitates the
rejection of more nuanced, secondary consequences. In his dismantling and characterization of
sprawl, Ewing, while acknowledging that the term lacks a perfect definition, equates sprawl
with the “poor accessibility among related land uses” (2004, p. 251) that propelled many
American metropolises into polycentricity. Talen corroborates this viewpoint, stating that
urbanism can be defined as the “complex interplay between social and economic systems” and
the infrastructure upholding those systems. Furthermore, she characterizes the essence of
urbanism as those qualities which work to “promote interchange at all levels, stimulate both
social and economic contact, and look for ways to promote diversity [of uses] wherever feasible”
(2005, p. 41). Mumford blames the overproduction of the nation’s highway system, accusing it
of expanding, not reducing, “the evil it is meant to overcome” by creating a self-perpetuating,
positively reinforcing system of car dependency and continued demand for more roads, parking
garages, until eventually “all the business and industry that originally gave rise to the congestion”
leaves the city (1968, p. 363). These competing arguments provide the basis of this thesis, which
will be a continued exploration of the relationship between center and peripheral cities.
Indeed, hierarchical urban forms may be inevitable, but Glaeser (1998) does not believe
that we are anywhere near seeing the end of the traditional city, citing both incomes and the
higher rents—the latter of which Kotkin claims to be causing flight from the center city—as
indicators of the city’s continued popularity. A healthy demand exists within the realm of urban
economics as well. Providing higher urban functions such as restaurants, retail, museums,
symphonies, and sports stadiums is still the best value in big cities due to lower transport
costs. To Richardson, a typical urban system inevitably contains an urban hierarchy that
does not completely remove that need for large cities (1972, p. 45). In this hierarchy, the first-
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-order metropolis and its lower-order cities each has its own role in the system. Glaeser also
strongly upholds the continued necessity of the center city, citing that even with the advent
of the Internet and other mobilizing technologies, people still rely on physical places to shop,
particularly for the most expensive commodities.
When assessing the functions of urban places, one prevailing viewpoint is that cities
are the perfect breeding ground for innovation and knowledge spillovers, as they enable the
“cross-fertilization of ideas” not just among individuals in one particular industry, but across
industries as well. (Glaeser, 1992, p. 25). Jane Jacobs’ work on cities supplements the notion
that the city is a hotbed of innovation and creative thinking. In her 1961 work The Death and Life of
Great American Cities, amid criticism of modernist urban planners who looked to deductive logic
to guide their decision-making process, she asserts that the benefits of urbanity trickle down to
the community level. In the first of several nods to the Greenwich Village neighborhood of New
York City, Jacobs details the daily activity of Hudson Street that keeps it abuzz:

Mr. Halpert unlocking the laundry’s handcart from its mooring to a cellar door. Joe
Cornacchia’s son-in-law stacking out the empty crates from the delicatessen, the
barber bringing out his sidewalk folding chair…Simultaneously, numbers of women
in housedresses have emerged and as they crisscross with one another they pause
for quick conversations that sound with either laughter or joint indignation, never, it
seems, anything between… Longshoremen who are not working that day gather at the
White Horse of the Ideal or the International for beer and conversation… As darkness
thickens… the ballet goes on under lights, eddying back and forth but intensifying at the
bright spotlight pools of Joe’s sidewalk pizza dispensary, the bars, the delicatessen, the
restaurant and the drug store (Jacobs, 1961, pp. 52-53).
While it is no longer commonplace to find longshoremen on the streets of the lower westside
neighborhoods of Manhattan, the point still stands: The vibrancy of active urban areas can be felt
acutely even on the sidewalk, and even without active participation. The benefits of such activity
may not be tangible, but they’d be missed if they left; from safety from “eyes on the street” to the
serendipitous exchange of ideas, the city is an ecosystem not of public works projects but of the
people and diversity of uses contained within them. Based on background research, it is apparent
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that a high head count is neither enough to make a city a place that residents find interesting and
livable nor a destination for non-residents to visit and enjoy. Jacobs (1961, p. 117) inextricably
links density with the diversity of land uses for vibrant communities and sustainable cities.
Whether the central city will prevail is still unknown. However, when assessing
urbanity as a facet of cities that do continue to thrive, it is impossible to disregard the mix of
uses they provide. Few have explicitly studied the functions offered within particular cities,
whether traditionally large or peripheral. German geographer Walter Christaller’s 1933 Central
Place Theory, on which this thesis is largely based, the urban network contains the entire
range of urban functions, which are defined by the population threshold necessary to sustain
them. While Christaller’s model was originally made in the likeness of a German city in 1933,
Richardson (1983, p. 222) says that, still, “virtually all city systems exhibit this hierarchical
pattern,” and that it would be both impractical and inefficient for all cities to be of equal size.
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BACKGROUND

As the role of the center city appears to shrink in terms of delivering goods and services,
the question, then, is what the new city should offer in order to qualify as urban in feel as well
as fact. While these urban functions are necessary for urban vibrancy, the following sub-section
pinpoints the moments at which many American cities began shifting urban diversity lower
on their priorities list. Lang and LeFurgy (2007, p. 46) attribute this shift toward to the lack
of centers in many new American cities, eliminating any perception of “micro-destination”
that Jacobs (1961, p. 148) attributes to an alluring urban place. In a sense, these places have no
identity.

Achieving polycentricity
To understand this phenomenon, it is also important to understand the growth patterns
of metropolitan Los Angeles and other American cities. Though urban growth models have been
deemed limited by Richardson (1983, p. 205), they dominated through the 1950s and continue
to provide a glimpse of how urban growth occurred previously. One of the most well-known
models was introduced in Park and Burgess’ 1925 work The City, in which the pair introduced
the concept of “succession,” or a competitive and outward movement by the wealthy toward
the edges of the city. The result is five concentric rings, with prosperity concentrated at
the periphery and urban functions clustered in the center. When Homer Hoyt undertook a
similar task for the Federal Housing Administration in 1939, he took a slightly different angle,
including the availability of transportation as a chief influence on city growth. This model, too, is
monocentric, reinforcing the idea that movement generally occurs from the city center outward.
As transportation choices evolved, so too did the urban growth models toward
polycentrism. In their 1993 work on metropolitan suburbanization, Mieszkowski and Mills
(1993, p. 140) loosely classify American cities as either having grown up around rail nodes, as
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with the case of Oklahoma City and Denver, or, in the case of newer cities, like Phoenix, having
grown up around interstates. Los Angeles falls into both categories, experiencing rapid growth
in both phases of transportation development, though more rapidly during the automobile
boom. But according to Hise (2007, p. 12) the metropolitan suburbanization of Los Angeles
is no mistake: Take, for instance, the oft-referenced post-war, middle-class suburban retreat
of Lakewood, California, whose homebuilding was subsidized by the federal government,
and whose access was made easy by the car. The deliberate strategy for this and other such
cities was to build a network of integrated, “internally coherent” cities bound by surrounding
businesses and industries, “separate yet connected to the rest of the region.” This intentionally
avoids the classic monocentric model, whose continuation Homer Hoyt himself expressed
skepticism toward (1939, p. 129). By the end of the 20th century, the American downtown was
still the major center in its region. However, it was weakening as quickly as the metropolis was
becoming “polycentric and fragmented” (Loukaitou-Sideris & Banerjee, 2011, p. 346).
More recently, Lang and LeFurgy shed light on just how polycentric the urban landscape
has become in their work on “boomburbs” (2007, p. 12), which they define as municipalities
that have undergone double-digit growth for the last three decades, already surpassing the
100,000-person mark. Not intuitively to some, these boomburbs are large, mature cities that
seem to have cropped up “accidentally,” such as Scottsdale and Irvine—not Phoenix or Los
Angeles.
The pair identifies 54 in all throughout the country, just under half of which can be
found within the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area. Less prevalent in Southern California
are “baby boomburbs,” which fit the same criteria but have a slightly, yet growing, population
1

between 50,000 to 100,000 . The negative implications of the boomburb phenomenon, especially
pertaining to those in Southern California, span the realms of environmentalism, because
they are auto-centric places, as well as urban planning, because cash-strapped municipalities
competing for sales tax dollars build large and at the edges to lure non-residents.
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Los Angeles and the Gateway Communities
“Los Angeles,” writes Gish, is of a “nearly incomprehensible scale…rendering invisible all
the various plans and planning” within it (2010).The city itself is 468 square miles and home to
nearly 3.8 million people, according to the 2010 U.S. Census. Los Angeles County is 4,084 square
miles; as a point of reference, the state of Connecticut is about 5,543 square miles. Within it are
88 municipalities and hundreds of unofficial communities and unincorporated areas. Then there
is the Greater Los Angeles Metropolitan Area, consisting of four additional counties: Orange,
Ventura, San Bernardino, and Riverside. “Greater Los Angeles,” the second largest metropolitan
area in the nation, is home to about 10 million people and more than 3 million households (Ong
and Miller, 2005).
The years between 1980 and 1990 were especially formative for Los Angeles County; the
total population grew by 1.4 million people, of which 89 percent were Latinos. At the same time,
360,000 white residents left the county, the African American population increased by 20,000
people, and the Asian population increased by 490,000. In southeast Los Angeles, including
cities such as those examined in this thesis, this demographic change was felt as early as the
late 1960s, accelerating through the following two decades. These “gateway communities” for
new immigrants in Southern California—including the undocumented—have been over 90

percent Latino ever since (Sterngold, 2006 and Rocco, 1996, p. 368). The Gateway Cities of
Southern California are a larger geographic area that is comprised of over two dozen separate
municipalities in southeast Los Angeles County, alone home to over two million residents
(Gateway Cities Council of Governments, 2012) (see Appendix, Map 1). In this thesis, only six
of the Gateway Cities are selected, because they have some of the highest population densities in
the county (see Appendix, Map 2). Only one, Cudahy, does not have a population that exceeds
50,000 people. Its density, however, is comparable to the other selected Gateway Communities.
The Gateway Communities’ dramatic demographic change was coupled with industrial
1

By the U.S. Census’ standards, 50,000 people is the threshold at which a place becomes an “urbanized
area.” Just 2,500 people are required to create an “urban cluster” (U.S. Census, 2012a).
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and economic restructuring that occurred during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. The change had
much to do with the closing of major manufacturing firms in California. Between 1980 and 1983,
157,000 manufacturing jobs were lost. South Gate lost 8,000 jobs in the four years during which
General Motors, Firestone Tire Company, Weiser Lock, and Fed Mart shut down (Wolch, 1996,
p.391). The jobs, which were unionized and high-paying with benefits, were replaced with lowwage, nonunionized, semi-skilled immigrant labor (Wolch, 1996, p. 393). Altogether, the six
Gateway Communities are home to over 300,000 residents in fewer than 20 square miles. The
Gateway Communities are similarly, but not quite, as dense as Central Los Angeles, as defined in
the Research Design section that follows.
Table 1 below shows population density as a function of population per square
mile. Central Los Angeles is denser than any of the Gateway Communities individually and
aggregately, although Maywood only has about 400 fewer people per square mile than Central
Los Angeles. Additionally, Central Los Angeles remains dense moving outward, retaining its
density of over 23,000 people—even gaining 10 people—per square mile when transitioning from
a 2.5-mile radius to a 5-mile radius. Map 2, found in the Appendix, shows the distribution of
population densities across the portion of Los Angeles County that encompasses these areas.
The Gateway Communities’ household characteristics are dissimilar to Central Los
Angeles’. The average household sizes within the Gateway Communities are consistent with one
another, at about four people per house hold versus Central Los Angeles’ 2.6 people. In Table 2,
these figures are weighted by the number of households per city (Table 2). Median household
income, additionally, is between $6,000 and $8,000 more a year for these selected Gateway
Communities than for Central Los Angeles. Compared to the entirety of the City of Los Angeles,
however, the difference is much different: The U.S. Census Bureau’s 2006-2010 estimate for Los
Angeles’ median household income is $49,138.
The Gateway Cities are also over 90 percent Hispanic and Latino, according to the
latest decennial Census (Table 3); in Maywood, this figure increases to 97.5 percent. Compared
to Central Los Angeles, the Gateway Communities are more Hispanic and Latino, slightly
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wealthier, and contain more households. Of the six Communities, Lynwood is the only that has
a ratio of Blacks similar to Central Los Angeles’.

Table 1. Population and Population Density, 2010
					
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)*		
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)*		
Maywood				
Cudahy 				
Huntington Park 				
Bell 				
Lynwood 				
South Gate				
Gateway Communities total		

Population
464,411
1,089,334
27,395
23,805
58,114
35,477
69,772
94,936
309,499

Total area (sq mi)
9.63
78.54		
1.18		
1.12		
3.03		
1.88		
4.85		
7.37		
19.43		

Density (pop/sq mi)
23,658
23,668
23,216
21,254
19,180
18,871
14,386
12,881
15,929

Data source: 2010 U.S. Census
*figures approximated based on 2010 U.S. Census data for Los Angeles city

Table 2. Household Characteristics, 2010
					
					

Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)		
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)			
Maywood				
Cudahy 					
Huntington Park 				
Bell 				
Lynwood 				
South Gate				
Gateway Communities			

Number of
households

Average
					
household size
MHI (dollars)**		

216,454
458,394
6,559		
5,597		
14,427		
9,000		
15,079		
23,278		
73,940

2.60		
2.64		
4.16		
4.26		
4.03		
3.82		
4.22		
4.05		
4.08***		

33,585
35,828
38,740
31,805
37,224
38,473
43,654
43,628
41,185***

Data source: 2006-2010 ACS 5-year estimates
**median household income reported in 2010 inflation-adjusted dollars
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Table 3. Race, 2010
Hispanic or
		
Latino*** (%) White alone (%)  Black alone (%) Asian alone (%) Other****(%)
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi) 278,025 (61.1) 123,172 (5.1)
112,434 (24.7) 12,296 (2.7)
29,196 (6.4)
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)
554,288 (50.9) 205,083 (18.8) 128,712 (11.8) 175,291 (16.1) 16,605 (1.5)
Maywood		
26,696 (97.5)
498 (1.8)
49 (.2)
61 (.2)
91 (.3)
Cudahy 		
505 (2.1)
193 (.8)
110 (.5)
147 (.6)
22,850 (96)
Huntington Park
211 (.4)
320 (.6)
203 (.3)
56,445 (97.1)
935 (1.6)
Bell 		
278 (.8)
33,028 (93.1)
1,728 (4.9)
214 (.6)
229 (.7)
Lynwood 		
639 (.9)
60,452 (86.6)
1,539 (2.2)
6,752 (9.7)
390 (.6)
South Gate		
89,442 (94.2)
3,233 (3.4)
585 (.6)
647 (.7)
489 (.5)
Gateway Communities total 288,193 (93.4)
8.438 (2.7)
8,004 (2.6)
1,757 (.6)
1,847 (.6)
Data source: 2010 U.S. Census
***includes two or more races
****includes other races alone and two or more races, not Hispanic or Latino
Urban Functions
This thesis assumes a mismatch between what authors like Jacobs and Glaeser
describe to be urbanity, and what simply passes for urbanity according to Census figures;
that is, the use-diversity and sense of destination that are often attributed to populated cities
should be, but are lacking in, many well-populated American cities, including the Gateway
Communities. To qualify this assumption, this thesis is loosely grounded in a 1933 theory by
German geographer Walter Christaller. In his Urban Place Theory, the natural distribution
of people in an urban network is a series of non-overlapping land masses in which a third of a
level of urbanity is included in the next highest “level” of urban functions. Goods and services
are found at various levels, depending on their corresponding hierarchical value. This theory, of
course, has limitations, the least among which are that it takes no account of topography, and
that the growth of some cities has fully defied this theory, bypassing the transition from low-,
to medium- to high-levels of urban functions. In Nature’s Metropolis, William Cronon writes, for
example, of Chicago’s simultaneous creation of city and hinterland, at once producing in the
city and creating a consumer base that stretched beyond the presence of the wholesalers and
manufacturers whose businesses flourished until the late 19th century (1991, p. 386).
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Nevertheless, the classification and organization of urban functions is useful for gaining
insight on the distribution of low-, medium-, and high-order functions in Central Los Angeles
and one of its subcenters. In general, low-order urban functions are those that are widely
demanded and can be found without a large population to support them. unctions, as in
Christaller’s theory, are substantially less prevalent and only appear in places that can sustain
their presence. These functions typically include jewelry stores, museums, and specialized
hospitals. High-order functions are generally understood to be costly and in therefore in the least
demand, surviving only through the clientele who can afford such goods and services. Examples
include high-end retail, professional orchestras, art galleries, publishing houses, legitimate
theatre, and specialized medical services. They can be either publicly or privately provided and
serve a variety of uses, including—but not limited to—basic health and education services,
groceries, and clothing stores (Berry, 1958, p. 108, and Cronon, 1991, pp. 380-381). Mediumorder functions are more versatile, appealing to and used by a broad spectrum of clients and
consumers. They can take on a variety of forms; hotels and motels, for example, can mean anything
from a newly constructed, posh, and tourist-oriented hotel in the reinvested downtown area
to one of about a half dozen by-the-hour motels on along a commercial corridor in one of the
Gateway Communities. High-order urban functions, as in Christaller’s theory, are substantially
less prevalent and only appear in places that can sustain their presence. These functions typically
include jewelry stores, museums, and specialized hospitals. High-order functions are generally
understood to be costly and in therefore in the least demand, surviving only through the
clientele who can afford such goods and services. Examples include high-end retail, professional
orchestras, art galleries, publishing houses, legitimate theatre, and specialized medical services.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

This thesis was an attempt to determine the presence and extent of an urban hierarchy
in a portion of Los Angeles County. The research compared Central Los Angeles to six “Gateway
Communities” located just southeast of Downtown Los Angeles: Maywood, Cudahy, Bell,
Huntington Park, South Gate, and Lynwood (see Appendix, Map 1). These cities were selected
because their population densities afford the best cases for bringing in higher-order urban
functions, which were measured according to the population thresholds necessary to sustain
those uses (see Appendix, Map 2). As the center city, Los Angeles was used as the reference city
against which to measure the urban functions found within the Gateway Cities, because it is
not perceived to lack goods and services. After determining urban functions, the intersection
representing the center of Los Angeles and the sizes of the nodes being assessed were
determined. An online version of the Yellow Pages, at http:/www.yellowpages.com, was used to
draw up an exhaustive listing of each urban function in each of these cities.

Determining “Central” Los Angeles
The City of Los Angeles, unfortunately, does not have official district or neighborhood
boundaries. Often contested and often only denoted by blue street signs on major streets, it
is up to the user to determine which district he/she is in. As such, this thesis loosely divides
Los Angeles into eight large regions, using district boundaries provided by the Department of
City Planning. As reflected in Map 4 in the Appendix, these regions are Downtown/Central
City; Northeast; South; Harbor Area; Beach/Airport Area; Westside; San Fernando Valley; and
Crescenta Valley. The portions of land that were merely annexed for economic benefit in the
early 20th century were eliminated from this process of determination of the “Central” Los
Angeles, leaving just the Downtown/Central City. Voters in Tujunga, a San Fernando Valley
neighborhood, for example, vigorously pushed to become part of the city to gain access to
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Community Chest funds (Los Angeles Times, 1926). In the same vein, the Harbor area’s role in
the city is strategic, connecting the heart of the city with the jobs-heavy port of Los Angeles,
even though it is approximately 20 miles south of Downtown Los Angeles. Using Geographic
Information Systems (GIS), the centroid was determined using the “Point to Feature” function of
the Downtown/Central City region, which also encompasses neighborhoods like Hollywood and
Mid-City. The centroid was found to be near the intersection of Beverly Boulevard and Kingsely
Road in Mid-City, near Koreatown. In Map 3 in the Appendix, both the 2.5- and 5-mile radii
from this intersection are highlighted.

Determining node sizes
Secondly, node size was determined to establish a threshold for observing the presence/
absence of urban functions. Node size was based on geographic area, in square miles. Population
density was not used, because densities within the study areas are similar (Glaeser & Kahn,
2008). Node sizes were determined based on the existing sizes of the Gateway Communities and
their aggregate. The first node size was the individual Gateway Community, whose average size
is 3.3 square miles, to study the variation between municipalities within a relatively small region
of Los Angeles. The next node size is approximately the square mileage of their aggregate, about
19.4 miles (or approximately the area within a 2.5-mile radius). Here, the number of goods and
services in the Gateway Communities are summed and averaged per 10,000 people living in all
six cities. A 2-5 mile radius was applied to the intersection of Central Los Angeles, and urban
functions were located within this distance for reference.
Lastly, node size was expanded to a 5-mile radius, or an area about 78.5 square miles.
This size was adopted as a standard for two reasons: first, it is approximately the same area as
the aggregated areas of the individual Los Angeles regions determined to best describe “Central”
Los Angeles, described above. This radius was drawn out of the centroid of Central Los Angeles,
the intersection of Beverly Boulevard and Kingsley Road. The primary reasoning for this step
was to determine whether or not there are large differences between a 2.5-mile and 5-mile radius
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from the center of Los Angeles. Finding that there is a large per capita increase or decrease as one
moves out of this centroid may suggest that there is either a node outside of a 2.5-mile radius.
Additionally, a larger radius may point to the clustering of certain goods and services; these are,
presumably, high-order urban functions.

Urban functions
Twelve urban functions, or indicators of completeness, were selected to be compared
against independent variables of population and land area. Though it is hard to tell the
threshold necessary to sustain each of these functions, they have been selected to have an even
distribution among low-, medium-, and high-order functionality (Table 4). Just as within the
original German study on Central Place Theory (Christaller, 1933), the hierarchical network is
assumed to be cumulative; that is, places with higher-order urban functions also contain the
lower-order functions.
Nine of the urban functions in this thesis are peer-suggested.2 These functons are as
follows: pharmacies; barbers; drinking places, alcoholic; fitness and recreational sports centers;
jewelers; bridal shops; generally show the extent to which Angelenos “live, learn, work, shop,
play, pray, and die”—activities that Garreau argues once occurred within the same community,
but are increasingly being pushed out to the edge city (1991, p. 8). It should be noted that one
of the Gateway Communities, Cudahy, has a population below 50,000 people. It was included
as part of the set of cities in order to create a more contiguous shape, linking Bell and South
Gate (see Appendix, Map 2). Its density, size aside, is the second highest of all six Gateway
Communities.
This thesis disregards variations among the functions that may be simply driven by
surrounding incomes, especially pertaining to the nebulous qualities of the selected medium2

On November 16, 2011, eight fellow Urban Planning Master’s degree candidates and Professor Robert
Beauregard were solicited to each contribute two urban functions commonly found in cities. With the
group’s help, they were then ordered along the urban hierarchy.

23

Table 4. Low-, Medium-, and High-Order Urban Functions (search term, if different)		
Low-order urban functions

Medium-order urban functions

High-order urban functions

Public and private
elementary schools
Pharmacies
Barbers

Drinking places, alcoholic (bars)
Fitness and recreation centers
(fitness centers)
Hotels and motels

Jewelers
Bridal shops
General surgical and
medical hospitals (hospitals)
Hospices
Museums
Colleges and universities

order urban functions. For example, hotels and motels can include a brand-new, posh hotel in
the recently reinvested downtown area, but it can also include one of the many by-the-hour
motels found in older and less affluent cities a few miles away. Such differences are assumed to
bear an insignificant effect on merely whether or not these functions will exist; they will and do.
Because this thesis aims to show that high-order urban functions are lacking in places
that could theoretically sustain them, high-order urban functions are further broken into three
categories and assigned two urban functions per category. These categories are luxury goods,
health, and culture and education. These were classified thusly to reflect a combination of highorder urban functions that are considered luxuries as well as those that provide meaningful
experiences and are potentially life-saving. Providing high-order urban functions does not,
and should not, be merely viewed as a catering toward higher income brackets. For all urban
function counts, results are calculated per 10,000 people and reported with the raw number.
The final step in the research process involves finding where these high urban functions
exist, as the hypothesis is that Los Angeles is polycentric to the point that even the so-called
center may lack these functions. Doing so involves searching for high-order urban functions
around the Gateway Communities around its centroid, located at approximately the intersection
of Firestone and Otis Boulevards in South Gate, determining how many additional miles out of
2

On November 16, 2011, eight fellow Urban Planning Master’s degree candidates and Professor Robert
Beauregard were solicited to each contribute two urban functions commonly found in cities. With the
group’s help, they were then ordered along the urban hierarchy.
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this node one must travel to access the goods and services that the center of Los Angeles has.
Again, this is performed using the online telephone book.
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FINDINGS & ANALYSIS

Low-order urban functions
As predicted, low-order urban functions can be found in each of the assessed areas of
metropolitan Los Angeles, but it does not appear that the Gateway Communities contain a
disproportionate number of them (Table 5).

Table 5. Presence/Absence of Low-Order Urban Functions per 10,000 People
				Public and private
				
elementary schools (actual)
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)
0.84 (39)			
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)		
0.94 (102)		
Maywood			
1.43 (4)			
Cudahy 				
0.84 (2)			
Huntington Park 			
1.03 (6)			
Bell			
0.85 (3)			
Lynwood 			
1.72 (12)			
South Gate		
1.37 (13)			
Gateway Communities total
1.29 (40)			

Pharmacies (actual)
2.91 (135)		
2.68 (292)		
0.36 (1)		
1.26 (3)		
2.75 (16)		
0.28 (1)		
0.14 (1)		
0.11 (1)		
0.74 (23)		

Barbers (actual)
0.97 (45)
2.63 (287)
1.79 (5)
2.10 (5)
3.10 (18)
3.10 (11)
0.72 (5)
2.63 (25)
2.23 (69)

Gateway Communities have at least as many public and private elementary schools
as Central Los Angeles does, averaging 1.45 versus .84 and .94 for the smaller and larger Los
Angeles nodes, respectively. Lynwood, the only city that is not a part of the Los Angeles Unified
School District—the largest school district in the nation—has 1.72 public elementary schools
per 10,000 people. This analysis does not consider the number school-aged children; while the
Gateway Communities compare about evenly with Central Los Angeles, they also contain more
households with children. These figures alone do not suggest whether or not the Los Angeles
Unified School District is meeting demand. Future studies on this topic should consider how
well-served these nodes with respect to the ratio of school-aged children within them.
However, each of the Communities aside from Huntington Park has fewer pharmacies
per 10,000 people; except for Huntington Park, not one of the Gateway Communities has even
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half the ratio of pharmacies per 10,000 people. Taken together, Maywood, Bell, Lynwood,
and South Gate average just over .2 pharmacies per 10,000 people—at least 13 times fewer
pharmacies than in Central Los Angeles. This may be explained by a tendency to locate
pharmacies near places of employment, allowing workers to pick up prescriptions and the like
on their home; however, additional research on the geography of employment and residence
must be conducted to determine such a relationship.

Medium-order urban functions
Regarding medium-order urban functions (Table 6), Gateway Cities are less “urban,”
with big differences when compared against Los Angeles. The increased presence of mediumorder urban functions closer to the center of the city, however, does not corroborate the basic
assumptions of this thesis. These functions are generally versatile, able to take on a larger variety
of looks and feels as well as, importantly, pricing points. In each of the three categories here,
Central Los Angeles has, across the board, more of these functions per 10,000 people than in the
Gateway Communities. This suggests that residents within the Gateway Communities might
find these sorts of goods and services within their own municipal boundaries, but are likely to
travel to access those functions elsewhere. While the assumption is that higher-order functions
follow income, the same cannot necessarily be assumed for medium-order urban functions due
to the polycentric nature of Los Angeles. A safer assumption, then, is that while medium-order
urban functions can be found closer to the geographic center, people may travel out to access
them, but probably for little more reason than for the sake of variety.
Regarding each of the three medium-order urban functions, moving from a 2.5- to 5-mile
radius shows an increase of functions per 10,000 people, but not by much. Drinking places,
fitness centers, and hotels and motels increase by less than 1 per 10,000 people. Comparing the
aggregate Gateway Communities to Central Los Angeles (2.5-mile radius), differences, however,
range from .82 (fitness and recreational sports centers) to 1.4 (drinking places). Relative to
other Gateway Communities, the City of Bell appears to have an abundance of medium-order
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urban functions, although raw numbers indicate that this is only due to having, in the case of
drinking places, one additional bar within its limited municipal boundaries. Regarding hotels
and motels, South Gate and Lynwood have the most within their borders. Lynwood has only
a third highest rate per 10,000 people, however, second to Bell (2.54). One hypothesis is that
motels intended for short-term stay have historical cropped up in these freeway-adjacent cities
as travelers moved west into Los Angeles proper. These businesses line major thoroughfares such
as the length of Long Beach Boulevard separating Huntington Park from South Gate to the north
to the 105 Freeway. Similarly, motels are generally distributed along Atlantic Avenue between
Gage Avenue, separating Maywood from Bell, and the 105 Freeway. Interestingly, a cluster can
be found near a brownfield at Firestone and Atlantic Boulevard that is slated to become a mixeduse entertainment, residential, and retail center, potentially catalyzing a reconfiguration of
spaces and uses surrounding it, including these establishments.

Table 6. Presence/Absence of Medium-Order Urban Functions per 10,000 People
				
				
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)		
Maywood			
Cudahy 				
Huntington Park 			
Bell			
Lynwood 		
South Gate		
Gateway Communities total

Drinking places,
alcoholic (actual)
1.85 (86)			
1.91 (208)		
0.36 (1)			
0.42 (1)			
0.34 (2)			
0.85 (3)			
0			
0.74 (7)			
0.45 (14)			

Fitness and recreational
sports centers (actual)
1.21 (56)		
1.97 (215)		
0			
0.42 (1)		
0.52 (3)		
0.85 (3)		
0.14 (1)		
0.42 (4)		
0.39 (12)		

Hotels and motels
(actual)
3.19 (148)
3.88 (423)
1.07 (3)
1.68 (4)
1.20 (7)
2.54 (9)
1.86 (13)
2.84 (27)
2.03 (63)

High-order urban functions: Luxury goods
To a certain degree, the presence/absence analysis of high urban functions does
corroborate the hypothesis that a “central place” exists within this context (Table 7). However,
there are caveats when examining these high-order urban functions. Jewelers per 10,000 people
in Los Angeles, at both the 2.5- and 5-mile radius, for example, have more present (1.83 and 14.33,
respectively) than each of the Gateway Communities, with the exception of Huntington Park.
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While Huntington Park has 2.58 jewelers per 10,000 residents, these places may differ in terms
of the quality and exact services provided within. In using telephone book data, a substantial
amount of pawn shops would emerge under the Jewelers category. Similarly, Huntington Park
is home to a high number of bridal shops, drastically bringing up the Gateway Communities’
average to nearly 1.5 such establishments per 10,000 people. It should be noted that Huntington
Park is home to Pacific Boulevard, a commercial district primarily serving its own residents as
well as its neighbors in Bell, Cudahy, and South Gate (Congresswoman Lucille Roybal-Allard,
n.d.). Historically considered too ill-served by freeways, it was largely vacant between the late
1960s and 1980s; however, the wave of Latino immigrants in the 1980s transformed the district
into one that as of 2000 competes with downtown’s Broadway and Beverly Hills’ Rodeo Drive
for the region’s highest sales volume per square foot (Sterngold, 2000) The wares contained
within the stores lining Pacific Boulevard are not limited to these higher-order functions,
however; establishments found at this “cut-rate retail bazaar” are everything from toy stores
to Western wear shops, taquerías, shoe stores, and dental clinics (Sterngold, 2000 and 2006).
These functions are reflected in presence/absence counts of low- and medium-order urban
functions, though have a smaller bearing on the Gateway Communities’ overall counts at those
levels.
Excluding Huntington Park from the high-order urban function count lowers the
Gateway Communities’ totals to just 11 jewelers (.44 per 10,000 people) and 16 bridal shops
(1 per 10,000 people), more than halving each category’s prevalence. When accounting for the
caveat presented by Huntington Park, the presence of jewelers exemplifies the traditional
observation of high-order functions in the central business district. Downtown Los Angeles’
Jewelry District (sometimes referred to as the Diamond District) is a one-block district about
3.5 miles from the centroid as defined in this thesis, generally found in the Historic Core. Most
stores exist along Hill Street between 6th and 7th Streets, on Broadway, Chinatown, and Little
Tokyo. It is home to an estimated about 1,140 stores in the Historic Core.
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Table 7. Presence/Absence of High-Order Urban Functions per 10,000 People: Luxury Goods
			
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)		
Maywood			
Cudahy 				
Huntington Park 			
Bell			
Lynwood 		
South Gate		
Gateway Communities total
...excluding Huntington Park

Jewelers (actual)
1.85 (86)			
1.91 (208)		
0.36 (1)			
0.42 (1)			
0.34 (2)			
0.85 (3)			
0			
0.74 (7)			
0.45 (14)			
0.44 (11)			

Bridal shops (actual)
1.21 (56)		
1.97 (215)		
0			
0.42 (1)		
0.52 (3)		
0.85 (3)		
0.14 (1)		
0.42 (4)		
0.39 (12)		
0.64 (16)

High-order urban functions: Health
By definition, high-order urban functions are income-related (Cronon, 1991, p. 381).
Regardless, other functions considered to be higher-order within the urban hierarchy appear to
be lacking in Central Los Angeles’ hinterlands. Health and Culture/Education categories suggest
that these functions are still lacking (Table 8); in fact, they appear to be more sparsely located in
the Gateway Communities than even the luxury goods above.
Of each of the Gateway Communities, only Lynwood is home to a general medical and
surgical hospital, St. Francis Medical Center. This reflects a longstanding and well-documented
strain on the region’s hospital capacity, especially since the August 2007 closing of Martin
Luther King Jr.-Harbor Hospital. This hospital primarily served the area due south of the
Gateway Cities. As a result, the 384-bed St. Francis Medical Center now serves southeast Los
Angeles (and proudly displays so on its homepage) as well as South Los Angeles (St. Francis
Medical Center, n.d.). Per a 2008 New York Times article, South Los Angeles has fewer than 10
hospital beds per 10,000 people, versus about 43 per 10,000 people elsewhere in the country, on
average. (Steinhauer, 2008). Hospices are even harder to come by in these Gateway Cities; there
are none, but Central Los Angeles contains 42.
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Table 8. Presence/Absence of High-Order Urban Functions per 10,000 People: Health			
			
				
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)		
Maywood			
Cudahy 				
Huntington Park 			
Bell			
Lynwood 		
South Gate		
Gateway Communities total

General medical and
surgical hospitals (actual)
0.24 (11)			
0.51 (45)		
0			
0			
0			
0			
0.14 (1)			
0			
0.03 (1)			

Hospiaces (actual)
1.21 (56)		
1.97 (215)		
0			
0.42 (1)		
0.52 (3)		
0.85 (3)		
0.14 (1)		
0.42 (4)		
0.39 (12)		

High-order urban functions: Culture and education
Culture and education indicators (Table 9) are also sparse in Gateway Communities. Bell
is the only city that is home to an establishment categorized by the telephone book as a “museum,”
a Rosicrucian Cultural Center3. Central Los Angeles at a five-mile radius includes the Miracle
Mile neighborhood, which includes “Museum Row,” the densest concentration of large museums
anywhere else in the city, including the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, the Page Museum
(which contains the La Brea Tar Pits), and the Petersen Automotive Museum. However, at the 2.5mile radius, Central Los Angeles, like the Gateway Communities, does not have a museum.
Where there aren’t museums, though, there are colleges. Tertiary education is more
prevalent in Central Los Angeles at the 2.5-mile radius than 5-mile radius, and much more so than
in Gateway Communities. This category, though, contains a number of non-accredited and/or
vocational schools. Regardless, these results are a nod to the continuing move into the center city
during one’s pursuit of upward mobility. Interestingly, there are more colleges and universities per
10,000 people at the smaller Los Angeles node. A closer look at the types of establishments that
result around Kingsley Road and Beverly Boulevard are largely these trade and vocational schools,
some of which are specifically catered toward the Korean populace. Moving outward, these
3

The official website of the Ancient and Mystical Order Rosae Crucis (AMORC) Rosicrucian Order
describes it to be a “non-profit, educational charitable organization” that supports “a greater appreciation
of the mystical principles underlying [its members’] individual religious and philosophical beliefs”
(AMORC Rosicrucian Order, n.d.).
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become less prevalent, but 3.8 miles away is the University of Southern California, which as of
the Fall 2011 semester had an enrollment of 17,500 undergraduate and 20,500 graduate students
(University of Southern California, n.d.).

Table 9. Presence/Absence of High-Order Urban Functions per 10,000 People: Culture & Education		
					
				
Museums (actual)
Central Los Angeles (2.5 mi)
0.11 (5)			
Central Los Angeles (5 mi)		
0.58 (63)			
Maywood			
0			
Cudahy 				
0			
Huntington Park 			
0			
Bell			
0.28 (1) 		
Lynwood 		
0			
South Gate		
0			
Gateway Communities total
0.03 (1)			

Colleges and universities
(actual)
2.20 (102)		
1.68 (183)		
0			
0
0.69 (4)		
0		
0.14 (1)		
0.11 (1)		
0.19 (6)		

The tertiary education providers in Huntington Park each fall into the for-profit
vocational school category, However, Lynwood and South Gate each has an accredited college
or university. St. Francis Career College, in Lynwood, is affiliated with St. Francis Medical
Center, the Gateway Communities’ lone hospital. East Los Angeles College, in South Gate, is a
community college recognized as part of the state’s three-tier education system.

Locating the functions
Until this point, nodes have been defined as a geographic unit—a Gateway Community,
a node about the size of their agglomeration, or a node the size of Central Los Angeles. This may
be useful for demonstrating the ambiguity of the term Central, but it does not point to where
the functions exist. To determine the additional distance that one might be required to travel
from the Gateway Communities, the center of the Gateway Communities was determined using
the Point to Feature function in GIS. This was found to be near the intersection of Firestone
and Otis Boulevards in South Gate, approximately 10.7 miles from the centroid of Centroid Los
Angeles. The online telephone book was used to determine the distance required to travel from

32

Firestone and Otis Boulevards to find the same number of urban functions as in Central Los
Angeles, at both 2.5- and 5-mile radii (Table 10).

Table 10. Additional Distance Required to Match Central Los Angeles Functions Count, from
Gateway Communities Centroid
				2.5-mile radius			5-mile radius
					Additional			Additional
			
# Functions
distance (mi)
# Functions
distance (mi)
Luxury goods
Jewelers			
85		
2.8		
1,561		
4.3
Bridal shops		
15		
-0.03		
94		
1.7
Health				
General medical and
surgical hospitals
11
0.4		
56		
1.8
Hospices			
23		
6.7		
41		
3.4
Culture & education				
Museums		
5		
0.9		
63		
3.7
Colleges and universities
102		
4.4		
183
2.8

For many of these functions, additional travel takes a commuter into the downtown.
However, these functions can be found elsewhere. There are nine hospices, for example, less
than five miles away in Downey, which is one of the 26 Gateway Cities of Southern California
not selected to be examined in this thesis. In one case, bridal shops are more prevalent in the
Gateway Communities than in Central Los Angeles, indicated by the negative distance one
would have to travel to attain them from the center of the Gateway Communities. Nearby
residents shopping along the Pacific Boulevard commercial corridor are able to access a variety
of goods to suit their preferences, and at a lower price point available at the couturiers in more
affluent parts of the city. To access the other luxury goods category, jewelers, a consumer would
have to travel about 4.3 miles out in addition to the 5-mile radius to access the same number of
these establishments. This trek, of course, may not be necessary—it may even be superfluous,
given the sheer volume of jewelers in the downtown’s Jewelry District and the rarity at which
the typical person shops for expensive jewelery.
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Colleges and universities are typically only used by a specific subset of the population:
students aged 18 to 30, which include adult learners and graduate students, and faculty and
staff employed by the school itself. While it is neither wise nor feasible to provide a college or
university simply because a place has a certain population threshold, there are plenty here—
more than two per 10,000 people at Central Los Angeles’ 2.5-mile radius. The distribution of
these places is not readily explainable. They are generally clustered along a mile-long stretch
of Wilshire Boulevard in the Mid-City/Koreatown area. That many of these establishments are
oriented around fields such like medical assisting suggests that there is perhaps a link between
these educational centers and the proliferation of medical centers and clinics in the area. If this
is true, then Lynwood may also provide an example of this relationship, as it is home to both
the Gateway Communities’ only hospital and college, which happen to be affiliated with one
another. Determining the degree to which certain urban functions are a product of other urban
functions is beyond the scope of this thesis; however, it does point to the complexity of urban
system.

Summary of findings
All but one of the high-order urban functions is more prevalent in Central Los Angeles,
making a case for the non-urbanity of the Gateway Communities. Overall, this sample of highorder urban functions show that while some types of functions may be accessible in less than
traditional forms—for example, within the hodgepodge, immigrant-driven shopping district
that is Huntington Beach’s Pacific Boulevard—other types of high-order urban functions are
not. These functions, arguably, are those that should be demanded in places that currently lack
them. They are places like hospitals and hospices, which are less luxuries as they are necessities.
Similarly, cultural institutions like museums are condensed in one increasingly inaccessible
cluster surrounded by affluent neighborhoods. As such, the Gateway Communities are urban in
fact due to their population, but not in feel due to their lack of urban functions at every order,
with some exceptions.
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CONCLUSION

Los Angeles is unquestionably polycentric. While low-order urban functions are not
hard to come by in any of the assessed geographic areas, moving up the urban hierarchy shows a
disparity between central city and hinterland. Higher along the hierarchy, especially, functions
are scarce in the Gateway Communities. These functions are not limited to luxury goods; in
fact, health and education/culture indicators are found to be even more lacking. This does not to
imply that the other centers distributed around the urban area are lacking; rather, this data only
speaks to the Gateway Communities and builds an argument for their completion.
Accessibility is the key issue behind the need for completion. As mentioned in regard
to the data in Table 10, additional miles traveled are by straight line. These figures do not take
account into how many actual vehicle miles one must travel, how many additional minutes
lost to traffic jams, or how many freeways one must navigate to arrive at these destinations.
Additionally, in a city that remains largely automobile-dependent, costs of maintaining and
insuring a car places a disproportionate burden on lower-income families. One study in San
Jose, California found that the average low-income household spends nearly 40 percent of their
budget on housing, leaving them with less money to allocate among other expenditures, such as
transportation, food, and health care (Agrawal et al, 2011, p. 48). For these cities, whose median
household incomes are about $14,000 less than the county’s (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012), this
burden may be felt here as well.

Planning recommendations
The density of people in Los Angeles and its environs is relatively evenly distributed,
but as this research shows, high-order urban functions do not tend to be so evenly distributed.
The following suggestions aim toward the “completion” of subcenters. The goal, however,
is to uphold the importance of the city center, creating a cohesive urban network that is
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interconnected while granting residents of the subcenters access to goods not just at the center,
but in their communities as well.

1. Prioritize the provision of community facilities.

The sheer population densities of the Gateway Communities suggest that a place can
survive and even grow without the same amount of high-order urban functions found in the
central city. However, the urgent need for certain provisions, like an additional general hospital,
has been felt in the area for nearly four years. While the most suitable places for these facilities,
especially large ones like hospitals, may still be within the center city’s boundaries, officials need
to continue being strategic in their placement of them by identifying, assessing, and tackling
underserved areas.

2. Continue pushing for more extensive transportation infrastructure.

Public transit is historically designed to bring commuters into downtowns and urban
cores, and today those who are most dependent on it in Los Angeles are low-income earners.
(Modarres, 2011, p. 1208). However, it is also important to bear in mind that transportation
infrastructure is perhaps the greatest barrier to recreating attractive urban spaces. To continue
pushing for more extensive transportation infrastructure, “lighter” infrastructure should be
considered first, but not as a sole solution. Such infrastructure, after all, remains crucial to
the growth of popular cities—judged as those places whose rents and incomes remain high—
who have embraced rail, bicycling, and pedestrian infrastructure as “the backbone of urban
development” (Leinberger, 2010).
Contemporary urban planning has become a response to recent decades’ favoring of
roads and movement from the metropolitan center. Fortunately, Los Angeles has recognized the
benefits to this sort of reinvestment; the city is currently in the midst of one of the largest transit
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recent move toward rail expansion is commendable, this is still a costly and time-consuming
endeavor, with the subway extensions primarily reaching toward the west side (Freemark,
2010).
In the long term, one byproduct of this may be the redevelopment and retrofitting of the
subcenters. Although Newman and Kenworthy argue that the largest potential gains of urban
accommodations such as transportation are to be had in the core rather than even the densest
suburbs (2000), the results of building around transit nodes are already visible elsewhere.
In Oslo, for example, suburban “minicities” have cropped up around suburban transit nodes.
They are something of a hybrid between suburbs and city, catering to young families who are
interested in having the amenities of the latter with the comforts of the former (Røe & Saglie,
2011). While Røe and Saglie warn that this model “cannot be considered a prototype for the
future development of other cities,” American or European, the basic principles that have
allowed Oslo’s minicities in the suburbs to develop in this fashion should be the same priorities
of Los Angeles’ planners and policymakers. This model does not replace the center city; rather, it
is a buffer to reduce trips into it.

3. Invest in diversifying subcenters’ economies.

Instead of focusing on land-use and physical planning solutions that try to re-center
the city, it would be more efficient to improve the existing polycentric urban form through
balancing and connecting housing and services. In this regard, a “shift from urbanism to
metropolitanism” becomes necessary (Modarres, 2011, p. 1208). Los Angeles’ subcenters should
truly become places for everyday living, with a diversity of uses. Like much of the rest of the
4

In November 2008, 68 percent of Los Angeles County voters passed Measure R, Mayor Antonio
Villaraigosa’s proposed half-cent sales tax increase over 30 years. The revenue would go toward
$40 billion worth of funding for traffic relief, transportation upgrades, and transit fare stabilization
throughout the county. One of the hallmarks of the Measure is its shrinking of construction from a
projected 30-year timeline down to just 10 on a dozen crucial projects (Los Angeles County Metropolitan
Transportation Authority, 2012).
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the county, the Gateway Communities are nearly built out, but there are some large brownfields
that are ready to be developed on, including 32 acres of vacant land at the corner of Firestone
Boulevard and Atlantic Avenue in South Gate. Plans for the property, which used to be the site
of a pipe manufacturing company, result as a part of the city’s recently updated General Plan,
which calls for transitioning brownfields into “retail, entertainment, and transit-oriented mixeduse” developments (City of South Gate, 2009). According to the developer, the completion of
this project by 2013 is only possible due to a public-private partnership (Primestor, n.d.).
The Gateway Communities can protect and promote locally-owned retail on established
commercial districts and corridors in order to remain competitive. Each city is different, but
available and appropriate financing, networking, and other resources must be thoughtfully
allocated. Local legislatures must broad their tax bases to include services that require a
“physical presence,” even recruiting “radically different types of users for vacant stores”
(McCarron, 2012, p. 16).
If zoning hinders the ability to place jobs, homes, and retail near enough to one another
to create this scenario, cities must reconsider zoning to see that they compatibly exist. Cervero
and Duncan (2006, p. 488) cite that locating retail and services near homes can reduce vehicular
trips for shopping by up to 25 percent, and jobs near homes up to 15 percent. In some places,
overcoming residents’ fear that mixing uses in such a fashion lowers property values and image
must be combatted.

Next steps
This analysis does not completely describe the quality, look, and feel of various urban
functions. It is intuitive to assume that there are more hotel rooftop bars, for example, at the
center of Los Angeles, which encompasses the re-emerging downtown area, than dive bars in
neighborhoods that have seen less investment over the years. To supplement this thesis, one of
the first steps is to more exhaustively and thoroughly assess the completeness of cities through
a larger sample of indicators that best capture how residents “live, learn, work, shop, play, pray,
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and die” (Garreau, 1991, p. 8).
This thesis also does not consider the variations in travel time across either times of
day or across particular distances. Another limitation is the ambiguity of actual distances.
From an aerial view, the distance between the Central Los Angeles centroid and the Gateway
Communities centroid is 10.7 miles, the shortest route between the two points is 12.6 miles.
Additionally, traffic conditions are highly variable, which may be problematic for scores of
Angelenos, of whom a large majority continue to get around primarily by single-occupancy
vehicle. When routing a trip between both centroids at approximately 4:40 pm on a Saturday
through Google maps, the real-time results predicted that the 18-minute trip would, “in current
traffic,” take exactly twice as long. However, it shows the alternative, a bus, to take an hour and
two minutes. If truly pressed for time, a person without a car might consider bicycling up the
Alameda Corridor, arriving at the destination a full six minutes sooner than the bus rider. For
many, the quickest option will prevail. This is just one example of a vehicle trip that requires
flexibility both in determining the best streets and highways to take and in time allotted. It
can be presumed that other trips to high-order urban functions such as museums will not only
require this flexibility, but also to a greater extent simply because they are farther away.
Finally, people’s preferences are seldom only dictated by distance. A resident of
Lynwood, for example, may choose to place a sick family member in the care of an extremely
reputable hospital 21 miles away in Beverly Hills, should they have the means to do so.
Alternatively, if the same resident was fluent in an Asian language, he or she may consider going
to a hospital in an area that has enough people speaking that language that the hospital has hired
a staff to meet the demand.
Maywood, Cudahy, Bell, Huntington Park, South Gate, and Lynwood may be large, but
their urbanity is questionable. Their higher-order urban functions may compare in some regards,
but concerning those that are the most enriching, educational, and potentially life-saving, are
lacking. Without these functions, the Gateway Communities are incomplete and will continue
to lack the elusive identity, focus, and vivacity that the authors cited in this thesis attribute to
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urbanity. Without a sweeping reprioritization of uses and the regulation of them, residents of
the subcenters will be unable to capture the dollars lost to other Los Angeles centers with the
goods and services they seek. Crucially, however, without a continued, sweeping reprioritization
of transit funding and planning, the traditional center of Los Angeles, long disregarded as such,
will be pressed to ever reclaim this status.
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APPENDIX

Map 1. Selected Los Angeles Gateway Cities and Their Environs
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Map 2. Population Densities, by Census Tract
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Map 3. Central Los Angeles: Districts and Municipalities (2.5- and 5-mile radii)
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Map 4. Los Angeles City Regions
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