Added on January 31, 2019

True North: History weighs on Hermosa's
schools
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Earlier this month, the Hermosa Beach City School District approved plans to rebuild and reopen North School, which has
een shuttered for three decades. Photo by Ryan McDenald
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BY RYAN MCDONALD

In April 2016, the Hermosa Beach City Council voted 5-0 to endorse Measure S, a facilities bond for
the local school district. But for a unanimous decision, there was an unusual amount of talk about
division.

Councilmember Justin Massey acknowledged “frayed relationships.” Carolyn Petty, who was mayor

at the time, described Hermosa as being at a “fork in the road.” And Councilmember Jeff Duclos
alluded to a rift that had divided the community for more than a decade.

“We have excellent schools because we have excellent teachers, and we have excellent students. But
we don’t honor them with the facilities they need. It’s long overdue that we heal this divide that’s
existed over the years, in terms of a split on how we view this. We all believe our kids deserve the best
and our community deserves the best,” Duclos said.



The election was hard-fought, but in June of that year, S prevailed with 60 percent of the

vote. Measure S provided funds to renovate the School District’s existing campuses, Hermosa View
and Hermosa Valley. But its centerpiece was the North School project. In an effort to relieve
overcrowding at Hermosa View and Hermosa Valley, the district will tear down the old, subleased
North School west of Valley Park and build a new, state-of-the-art campus to house students in the
third and fourth grades. Earlier this month, in a unanimous vote, the district’s Board of Education
approved the North School project.

During the 31 months following the Measure S approval, the board established a vision for a model
21st-century school. In selecting architects and builders, they prioritized environmentally friendly
design, and when completed, North will be a zero-net energy campus. The board also sought to build
a space that could take advantage of emerging educational trends: North will have no carpeting, to
allow for “blended learning” and the easy movement of equipment from classroom to classroom;
“outdoor learning pods” will let students take advantage of balmy Southern California weather.

?

But the period after the election has also revealed a series of challenges. Some of these resemble the
ones faced during the Measure S campaign, including a lawsuit from a group of residents alleging
that the decision to reopen North constituted a waste of taxpayers’ money and illegally threatened a
historic structure. {The suit was dismissed, for falling outside a statute of limitations, in March of last
year.)

Others, though, have come in the form of increasingly strident criticism from some of those who
backed Measure S, including the City of Hermosa Beach. Last week, a letter from City Manager Suja
Lowenthal to Superintendent Pat Escalante asked the district to delay for six months the deadlines to
challenge the district’s approval of planning documents associated with North’s approval, including
the Final Environmental Impact Report for the project. It hinted, for the first time, at possible
litigation if North were to move forward. In response, Escalante said that the school board was
unable to assemble a quorum by the city’s Jan. 30 deadline, and that the issue would be discussed in
closed session at the school board’s Feb. 13 meeting.

“It could be inferred from the FEIR that the proposed ‘partnership’ with the City of Hermosa Beach
is in question,” resident Marie Rice wrote to the board in advance of its decision about North.

How did North go from an opportunity to “honor” education in Hermosa, to one in which the word
“partnership” could appear in derisive scare quotes?

For many in the city, little has changed. Courtney Shott is a Hermosa resident with two children in
city schools. She has followed the district’s battle against overcrowding for years, and regularly
speaks with other parents and bond watchers. Shott is convinced that the criticism that has emerged

following the approvat-of the project represents a distraction from the strong support the project ——— — -

received at the polls, and continues to enjoy in the community.

“They need to look at the will of the people as a whole, not listen to just a few voices. Absolutely, I
think just about everybody who supported the bond continues to support it. Maybe even more so,
given what’s happened along the way,” she said.

Recent elections may support this interpretation. All seven candidates in the November 2017 election
said they supported Measure S. One of the winners, current Councilmember Mary Campbell, was a



school board member who helped put it on the ballot. And in the November 2018 school board
elections, three candidates, all vocal Measure S supporters, ran unopposed.

It’s also possible, though, that a sall but significant share of voters could be turned off by the way
the district has gone about preparing to open North. Rice, for example, supported Measure S, but
less than two years earlier helped sink a previous school facilities bond. Asked if she would vote for it
today, Rice declined to speak on the record, and pointed to her letter.

The relationship between town and gown in Hermosa is burdened by history. Even after passage of
Measure S, property taxes for improvements to Hermosa schools are lower than in neighboring
Manhattan Beach and Redondo Beach. The explanations favored at the town’s poles — that its voters
are parechial and selfish, that the district is incompetent and corrupt — fail to cover the nuanced
peaks and valleys of 1.4 square miles, but get the loudest airing. Those with constructive concerns
about how to address school-related issues feel sidelined, while those who care most about students
worry that quality of life issues inevitably intrude into issues of educational quality. Things fall apart;
the center cannot hold.

A SENSE OF HISTORY

Funds to reopen North came from Measure S, which passed in 2016 after a tough campaign. Rendering courtesy Hermosa
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Mike Flaherty spent decades working in Hermosa’s Public Works Department, eventually rising to
the rank of superintendent. As one of few city employees who was also a resident, he was inevitably
sought out for fix-it calls at hours when other staff had departed for the day. And occasionally he
would be asked to do something requiring a rather generous reading of his job description: direct
traffic along Valley Drive, near the entrance to Hermosa Valley School.

Hermosa once had five elementary schools, but in the 1980s it sold of some of the properties amid
declining enrollment, and used the money to turn one of the schools, Valley Vista, into Hermosa



Valley, which served all K-8 students in Hermosa. The new, centralized campus brought what
Flaherty recalled as “horrendous” traffic and parking challenges. He fielded complaints from
residents along Valley, everything from people parking in front of driveways to making three-point
turns over lawns and front yards.

“I'm telling you, something happens to a mom or dad in their 30s at 8:15 in the morning that is
entirely different from the rest of the mode of their day. I know it’s an anxious issue, but they turn
into angry people,” Flaherty said with a laugh.

Perhaps hoping to reduce the number of mornings he spent in a brightly hued vest, Flaherty and
others approached the district about things that could be done to improve the situation, but found
them “hesitant” to consider suggestions. Recently, Flaherty has gotten similar feelings about North
School. He voted for Measure S, but his time in public works convinced him that the streets
surrounding North will siruggle to support the traffic. And he says the district’s response to his and
other suggestions, so far, has him concerned that an embattled mentality is preventing the district
from considering well-intentioned ideas. (Though Flaherty is a member of Hermosa’s Planning
Commission, he emphasized that he was speaking as a resident.)

But, just as people see things differently at North today, the past remains unsettled too.

Resident Cathy McCurdy served on the HBCSD board from 1991 to 2009, the longest tenure in the
district’s history. McCurdy said that, like today, she had to fight an onslaught of what she half-
jokingly described as “fake news.” And while she was frusirated at the struggle to get factual
information to the community, she disagreed with Flaherty’s characterization of the district suffering
from an embattled mentality.

“Idon't think it was a “‘We know best’ situation. From my perspective, 1 always tried to take the input
of the community,” McCurdy said. What McCurdy saw instead was a “frustrating lack of trust that
the board would do the right thing — a general distrust of government” that created a kind of vicious
cycle: as the burden on the district mounted, its inability to meet what it saw as unreasonable
expectations became reason for challengers to set the bar ever higher.

McCurdy was on the board in November 2002, when Hermosa voters approved Measure J, a school
tacilities bond. The bond passed by an even larger margin than Measure S, with 65 percent of voters.
And in March 2005, the district certified an EIR for upgrades at Valley that included a gym, a multi-
purpose room, and classrooms. Within a month, a group of residents under the name Committee for
Responsible School Expansion filed a lawsuit, claiming that the gym had not been mentioned in the
75-word summary of the bond measure that appeared on the ballot, and that therefore spending
bond proceeds on it violated state law.

The suit was dismissed the next year in a unanimous decision from the California Court of Appeal.
But the district had to dip into bond proceeds to defend itself, which had the ironic effect of limiting
the district’s flexibility on the Valley project, and creating greater disappointment with what
resulted. Leading up to Measure J construction, Flaherty said at one point he suggested relocating
the driveway entrance to fit more people on campus and have fewer queuing on the street. “They

said, ‘Mike, we spent so much money in defense of the bond, we can no longer spend that money on
the driveway,” he recalled.



McCurdy said that the lawsuit caused a delay of between six months and a year in starting
construction, which raised the minimum bid the district received by half a million dollars.

“Everybody was so freaked out that the gym was going to create a big nightmare of noise and use at
odd hours. Well, that didn’t come to fruition. What did come to fruition was, we didn’t build those
two extra classrooms because of increases in cost,” McCurdy said.

While the district may have won the battle in court — in another irony, the opinion arguably
expanded the flexibility California school districts have in spending bond proceeds, and remains
good law — Measure J poisoned the district brand for some residents, and set off a bitter dispute that
shadowed the district’s future fundraising efforts.

In June 2008, the school board put Measure E, a parcel tax, to voters. Opponents derided the district
as profligate and not worthy of residents’ trust.

“Voting ‘No’ on Measure E will send the school board the right message: ‘You need to operate on a
prudent budget.’ Feeding the school district more monies will not solve the problem,” wrote resident
Lawrence O. Fordiani in a letter to the editor.

Measure E failed, with 47 percent of voters in approval. Three months later, the financial crisis and
the collapse of the stock market caused state tax revenues to plummet, and the Legislature

responded by slashing school district budgets. Like other districts, Hermosa was forced to make deep
programming cuts, including to art and music.

‘Make it better’

North'’s design, with 17 classrcoms situated along 25th Street, has drawn eriticism from some residents, who think
enrcliment figures would allow for a smaller design. Rendering courtesy Hermosa Beach City School District

The animating force behind the critiques from Measure S backers has been the impact of reopening
North on traffic and congestion in the surrounding area. Scott Davey is a long-time resident who
lives near North. He voted for the bond, and said he wants the project to happen. But he is worried
that the narrow, curving streets surrounding North, and the awkward space on which it sits, are ill-
prepared for the concentrated flow of cars that a reopened school is likely to produce.



In meetings leading up the release of the Environmental Impact Report for North, Davey was the
most popular guy in the room. Board members singled him out as a model of how to be constructive
about the project, while even die-hard North project opponents found things to like, including his
point about safety risks to kids walking to North on the surrounding streets, many of which lack
sidewalks.

But more recently, he has found himself frustrated by the district’s response to his suggestions in the
final EIR, which the board approved at the same meeting. He feels he and others are being dismissed
as no different than those who didn’t want North to happen in the first place.

“All the people I've talked to in the neighborhood, they feel like they’ve been painted as NIMBYs —
‘Oh, you just don’t want a new school’ — and it’s absolutely not the case. We're for the new school,
you just haven't listened to our legitimate concerns for the last one or two years. You've just kind of
blown them off, and we’re extremely disappointed that your talk of working with the city, all these
mitigation measures, hasn’t gone anywhere. We haven'’t tried to stop the project, we've said, Make it
better,” Davey said.

Resident Claudia Berman, who also backed Measure S, submitted a letter urging the board not to
approve the North project. Following the meeting, she said she was dismayed at the way the board’s
conversation about nuts-and-bolts issues became a conversation about the school bond.

“I have to say, I was disappointed in the school board discussion on the topic. They seemed to be a

bit stuck on Measure S in general, rather than discussing the meriis of the FEIR,” Berman said in an
email.

Board members were clearly emotional as they took the microphone to explain their votes. Some
appeared to fight back tears. Along with the release associated with reaching a milestone years in the
making, the comments took on the tone of venting long-suppressed sentiments.

“So yes, 40 percent of people voted against it,” Board Member Monique Ehsan said of Measure S.
“And you know what? You can’t please everybody. And as a board member that’s not my job.”

In an interview, School Board President Doug Gardner said the tone of the board’s comments before
voting to approve the project reflected those of the speakers that night. While past meetings on the
EIR had featured an increasing share of residents with practical concerns about traffic, the January
meeting did see a return of speakers raising arguments that dominated the Measure S campaign,
including claims that the district could use the Community Center for campus space, or that North
School was eligible for protection as a state historic structure.

“I had prepared some comments that were much more about the adequacy of the EIR, where we
were in the project; what the preject is. We de believe the EIR is-adequate. Some-people probably -
took that as a given, and I know there are people out there who disagree with it, but we are confident
that it is adequate. Where the meeting had gone, what the public comments were, what my
colleagues had said, convinced me that it was necessary to add that context as well,” Gardner said.

PEAXKS AND VALLEYS

If Gardner and other board members come across as agitated when discussing the EIR, it is in part
because the process has taken far longer than they had planned. In January 2018, the city released a
letter criticizing the methodology used in the report’s original traffic study, saying its peak-hour



analysis failed to capture the concentrated impacts of pick-up and drop-off. After several months of
consideration, the board voted to redo the analysis, focusing in on half-hour peaks.

They did so reluctantly. This analysis, they point out, has been called for in 1o other project in
Hermosa. It is also unusual for a school anywhere. For example, the Los Angeles Unified School
District deployed an hourly level-of-service analysis in the environmental assessment for the largest
school construction program in the nation’s history, which concluded in 2017 with 131 entirely new
campuses and 65 modernized ones.

Some residents, though, say that the unique characteristics of the North neighborhood merited a
different approach.

“It’s not on a major arterial, and there are streets without sidewalks. To me, a traffic engineer or an
analyst should have said, “Wow this is kind of a unique case.” It's not a Mira Costa, or even a Valley or
a View,” Davey said.

The recirculation of the traffic sections of the EIR pushed the approval process back months, and
added to the costs. It also set a template for future discord: Backers lament that meddling is adding
to project costs, but opponents say things should have been done differently in the first place;
backers say they are being held to a higher standard, while opponents feel demonized.

Both in comments to the EIR and in critiques during and after the meeting, one of the most common
requests has been for an alternative, smaller project at North that would allow the district to
incorporate on-site pick-up and drop-off. Current plans call for 17 classrooms. (Fifteen of them will
be for regular instruction and two will be specialized labs.) Using a state-mandated formula of 30
kids per classroom, the district pianned for 510 kids. But because enrollment indicates that there are
Just under 300 third and fourth-graders in the district, some residents said the number of
classrooms could be decreased, in order to lessen the impact on city streets.

Here too, the difference between constructive comments and attacks on the idea of North became
easily blurred. The district has faced intense criticism, mostly from people who opposed Measure S,
that it inflated enrollment numbers to convince voters to pass the bond. The district has since
acknowledged that enrollment is declining, but points to its two existing campuses being
overenrolled by hundreds of students. (The district attributes variations in the projections to
volatility in enrollment associated with the start, and then suddenly end, of an all-day kindergarten
program.)

People interviewed for this story who supported Measure S but opposed this month’s approval vote
did not mention finding the district incredible about enrollment numbers, but instead wished that
the draft EIR had illustrated a 300-seat project. The final EIR, when this comment itself was
considered, explained that it would not “maximize” the use of district funds or property. But it also
offered a graph of enrollment figures for the five school years between 2012 and 2017, as if to
reinforce the point that over-enrollment is not a fiction. In one of the document’s occasional descents
from technical jargon into policy preference, it said: “The District does not want to repeat the last
decade of searching for short-term, band-aid solutions.”

Lowenthal, Hermosa’s City Manager, said last week that the adversarial design of the environmental
planning process obscured the extent to which the city and the district agreed on many things,
including the welfare of students and residents.



“The unfortunate part about the EIR process is that it’s this amazing informational vehicle that is set
up to put peopie at odds,” she said. “Working as a planner, it calls on us to rise above its limits.”

Later that day, Lowenthal sent Escalante the letter asking for a six-month extension of the statute of
limitations for challenging the EIR.

Part two coming next week.

Comments:
4 comments so far. Comments posted to EasyReaderNews.com may be reprinted in the Easy Reader
print edition, which is published each Thursday.
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Miyo Prassas
I'm not sure what former Hermosa School District school board member Cathy McCurdy is referring

to when she states that she had to “fight an onslaught of fake news” in Ryan McDonaid's recent
article True North, History Weighs on Hermosa's schools (ER January 31, 2019).

in November 2002, when Cathy McCurdy was on the board, voters were promised that HBCSD
would “revamp the city's two aging public schools, build at least 13 new classrooms, acquire more
tand and build a gymnasium on the Valley School campus”. “Of the $13.6M total, $3.8M is to be set
aside to acquire property now housing Adelphia Communications cable TV company next door to
Valley School. Officials said that they are willing to use imminent domain to secure the property.”
"The bond is needed “to compietely bring both schools up to the current standards of construction
and technology, and to build the necessary classrooms to handle anticipated growth in the district,”
school board President Cathy McCurdy said.” School bonds approved in a landslide (ER November
7, 2002)

A year before the neighbors would decide to chalienge the District's Environmental Impact Report:
the Easy Reader article District cuts back on expansion project (ER May 20, 2004) reported “The
board decided 4-1 to maintain plans for a targe gymnasium while scaling back a proposed library
and eliminating two proposed classrooms.” “Cutbacks to the deign would not be necessary had the
district completed its plans a year ago, before the costs of building materials rose dramatically and
the bidding climate exploded.” The gym will hold two courts for either volleyball or basketball and—
seat about 100 spectators around the main court.” “Several nearby residents complained that sports
activity might crowd further the already impacted neighborhood adjoining the school.” “Board

member Greg Breen said he supported the large gym but would not support additional parking at the
school..."

in February 2005 the Environmental Impact Report for the gymnasium project at Valley School was
released; the Easy Reader article New school gym: traffic, parking, noise (ER February 17, 2005)
stated that “The report [Valley School gym EIR] does predict that parking problems in the
neighborhood will be significantly worsened, and states that the school district can offer no relief



from these problems.” “Under state law, community groups and sports leagues must be allowed to
use the gym after classes and on weekends, “which could increase the demand for parking” in the
surrounding neighborhood, according to the report.”

According to Ryan McDonald's article True North, History Weighs on Hermosa's schools (ER
January 31, 2019) “Leading up to Measure J construction, [Mike] Flaherty said at one point he
suggested relocating the driveway entrance to fit more peopie on the campus and have fewer
queuing on the strest. “They said, Mike, we spent so much money in defense of the bond,” (i.e.
building a high school sized gymnasium instead of classrooms) “we can no longer spend that money
on the driveway,” he recailed.”

The cost for the district to defend itself from the lawsuit was reported to be $138k. State’s highest
Court okays gymnasium at Vailey School, (ER December 21, 2006)

Somehow | doubt that $138k had the “ironic effect of limiting the district’s flexibility on the Valley
project” as Ryan McDonald wrote in his article.

Ryan quotes Cathy McCurdy as saying “Everybody was so freaked out that the gym was going to
create a big nightmare of noise and use at odd hours. Well that didn't comne to fruition.”

Yes the district's plan to use the high-school sized gymnasium as a “revenue generator” for the
district did NOT come to fruition — there obviously wasn’t enough need in the South Bay for an
additional gymnasium for sports leagues — instead our students went without classrooms.
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Miyo Prassas

As to bond money languishing & wasting away; the HBCSD Board of Trustee members are the ones
controlling how and where OUR $59M is spent. HBCSD Board members have chosen to use their
highly paid attorney to oversee the EIR. That same attorney gave a one hour presentation one week
before the Measure S vote that was filled with outright lies and purposeful mischaracterizations of
our communities facility facts from start to finish. The traffic engineer and the historian were both
brought on to the project by this same attorney. Both the traffic engineer and the historian have out-
right fabricated information in their reports to support the District’s desire to build an unneeded 510
student campus at North School. In addition this same highly paid attorney and District hired
consultants have consistently inadequately examined alternatives to the District's plans. The District
could have hired truthful, competent people to create their EIR, instead our community and
taxpayers are wasting hundreds of thousands of dollars and years on this ridiculously flawed FEIR,
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Miyo Prassas

Trent, you are so far out of it, obviously you haven't even looked at the 1,000 pages in the FEIR.
You, like many others who haven't read the EIR or don't live in the NS neighborhood should try to
refrain from judging the people who do. The drawing and sketches you say you'd like to see are in
the EIR as well as at least 72 letters from concerned citizens for biocks around the North School site.
MANY people have written to the district with plenty of good working solutions that the district can



consider, but the District's hired consultants in charge of the EIR have pretty much just blown off all
the communities concerns and suggestions. This FEIR seems to be just a formality for the District to
summarily accept, not a responsible investigation of the impacts to the community with a true
examination of alternative solutions.
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Trent Larson

Hermosa Beach property tax payers paid for and now deserve a new North School. It is unfair to the
tax paying voters, the parents of schoo! children, the students themselves and the residents of
Hermosa that our bond money is languishing & wasting away due to a few disgruntled persons
whom have oversized political influence. Truly self absorbed residents who live in proximity to the
school do not want the renovations to occur largely due to congestion concerms. 1 for one, would like
to see drawing or sketches on what the parking & drop off area should look like, rather than just
opposing the development of North Schooil. It is now incumbent upon those opposed to offer working
solutions that the district can consider. Thank you Easy Reader for your excellent article.
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