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Evaluating the Feasibility of Implementing Superblocks in LA
In the twenty-first century, cities face a growing number of
interdisciplinary urban development challenges. Among a
wide array of adverse impacts, traditional auto-oriented urban
planning has resulted in high levels of environmental pollution
and anthropogenic heat, contributed to sedentary lifestyles,
and increased vulnerability to the effects of climate change.
Contemporary cities devote up to 70% of public space to
accommodate motor vehicles, even though no more than 25%
is suggested for a sustainable design (Mueller et al., 2019).
The City of LA is no exception. A vast and enormously diverse
metropolitan area with over 4,000,000 residents, LA is notorious
for its car-centric culture and transportation network. With 42%
of residents living below the 200% Federal Poverty Level, an
average of 4.72 acres of recreational space per 1,000 people,
and only 36% of adults meeting recommended levels of physical
activity, the City stands to benefit greatly from a transformative
paradigm shift (LA County Department of Public Health, 2018).
Addressing these urban development challenges will require
innovative strategies that incorporate community-based decision
making and equity-minded practices. One emerging strategy

is the Superblocks model. Best known for their implementation
in the City of Barcelona, Superblocks are an innovative
mobility model that reorient vehicular traffic to the perimeter of
proportioned city blocks in order to reclaim neighborhoods as
people-oriented spaces.The benefits of Superblocks extend far
beyond reducing motorized traffic and improving air quality. With
newly reclaimed public space come a breadth of opportunities to
roll back hardscape, improve groundwater infiltration, increase
shade and tree canopy, enhance commercial activity at the local
level, promote active lifestyles, and more.
This Geodesign research project employs multi-criteria
evaluation to investigate potential candidate sites for
implementing 15 pilot Superblocks throughout the City of LA.
Selection criteria included flat topography and a general grid
network, arterial street boundaries with some forming a part
of LADOT’s High Injury Network, adjacency to transit, high
population density, defined poverty and median income levels,
and park accessibility. This poster centers specifically on a
candidate site identified in the Greater Wilshire Neighborhood
Council district.

Requirements and Assumptions
•
•
•
•
•

Population Will Continue to Grow
Populations Will Grow Older
Populations Will Be Concentrated in Urban Areas
Pollution Concerns Intensify
Global Temperature Will Rise, Climate Variability Will Increase

Major Innovations Employed
•
•
•
•
•
•

GRN 10 Green Urban Streets
GRN 15 Climate Change Adaptation
MIX 1 Mixed Use Development
MIX 2 Custom-Built Placemaking
MIX 14 Compact Sustainable Neighborhoods
MIX 16 Sustainable Urban Infrastructure

Location

Existing 2020

Early Adopter 2035

Early Adopter 2050

The candidate site is a single family-oriented neighborhood with
a gridded transportation network. Wilshire and Olympic, both
major commercial corridors along the boundaries of the site,
are identified in LADOT’s High Injury Network. The northern
boundary of the site will eventually intersect with Phase 1 of
LA Metro’s proposed Purple Line Extension, which is slated for
completion in 2023. A significant portion of the site lacks access
to sufficient green space. In fact, no residents on the eastern
side of the site are within a 10-minute walk to a park. In the
Early Adopter scenario, traffic patterns will be rapidly modified
by 2035 (interior streets closed and perimeter traffic rerouted),
allowing for greater attention towards specific improvement
projects on newly opened street space. The northeastern
corner of the candidate site would be an ideal site for pilot
improvements, as it has a high concentration of schools (i.e.
Wilshire Park Elementary School, Wilton Place Elementary
School, Wilton Place Early Education Center, Koreatown Youth
& Community Center). The neighborhood council may consider
installing on-street playgrounds and participatory community
gardens with after-school programs to serve a population
that has historically not had access to adequate green space.
By 2050, the community will continue to leverage existing
resources such as the Jung Medical Center or the Olympic
Hostel to expand improvements to the remainder of the site.

Early implementation strategies in the Late Adopter scenario
will include temporary installations such as speed bumps,
pavement markings, and signage around intersections
where interior streets will eventually be closed to vehicular
traffic. Community engagement will be vital at this stage of
implementation, particularly from residents who will be most
affected by the initial traffic pattern changes and those who still
heavily rely on their personal vehicles. Unlike the Early Adopter
scenario, there will likely be smaller momentum in achieving a
cultural shift towards alternative modes of mobility.
At the later implementation stage in 2050, local interior streets
should be entirely closed off to vehicular traffic, allowing for
some reallocation of public space towards plazas, parks, green
corridors, farmer’s markets, local business activity, and more.
We anticipate an increase in tree canopy and green space
as a result of these new changes, although not as drastic as
the Early Adopter scenario. Given the limited amount of time
available, stakeholders will focus most of their attention on
successfully modifying traffic patterns to accommodate the new
transportation network while beginning to implement changes
proposed for schools and residences.

Project Surroundings

Late Adopter 2035

Late Adopter 2050
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Project 1: Elementary School

An important aspect of introducing Superblocks entails
strengthening the reciprocal relationship between the
community and institutions, such as the two elementary schools
within the study area. In the early adopter scenario, the school
would implement energy-efficient measures and adopt programs
that educate and incorporate the community’s students into
the various innovations that the Superblock brings to the area
(INST). These programs could include having students help
in the gardens and using some of the harvest in the school’s
kitchens (AGR), teaching students how to use less water (WAT)
and electricity (ENE), and encouraging students to use public
transit (TRAN). This participation will increase the benefits
derived from the Superblock’s features and promote increased
buy-in from the community. It will also encourage community
members to help manage the green space (GRN) and garden
areas (AGR). Additionally, there is room to transform asphalt
or concrete play areas found within the school grounds into
large areas of green space (GRN) that will mirror the other
hardscape reductions at the street level and their effects (WAT).
The school’s programs will likely encourage the community at
large to adopt more sustainable energy and water use practices
(ENE, WAT).

Continuation of an auto-oriented transportation network will
result in adverse environmental effects, including increased
anthropogenic heat, declining air quality, and reduced tree cover
and green space. Without aggressive and timely action to curb
emissions, it will be impossible to reverse or mitigate the effects
of climate change by 2050. Although it is difficult to predict
climate impacts on a hyperlocal scale, the cumulative impact
of continued urbanization with climate change will certainly
exacerbate heat island effects in an area as concretized as
the study site. Roads will likely experience greater congestion
and deterioration, exacerbating traffic fatalities and accidents
as well as costing drivers billions of dollars in time and fuel on
commutes. Although the extended Purple Line has the potential
to redirect residents from vehicles to transit services, stagnant
ridership numbers indicate a continued trend towards reliance
on single occupancy vehicles. Existing development patterns
predict many single family homes will be replaced by highdensity apartments, bringing more vehicles and adversely
impacting the neighborhood’s character without careful
planning. Transit-oriented developments along the line may
provide positive benefits to the local community, but only if city
officials prioritize anti-displacement measures, improved transit
services, and enhancement of pedestrian/bicycle infrastructure.

Non Adopter 2050
How do Scenarios address Sustainable
Development Goals?
Superblocks, when adopted early (or to a lesser extent later),
address a number of the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals. Superblocks are most effective at addressing Goals 11
(Sustainable Cities and Communities), 3 (Good Health and
Well-being), 15 (Life on Land) , 12 (Responsible Consumption
and Production), and 13 (Climate Action) (Ramirez-Rubio et al.,
2019). Creating sustainable cities and communities involves
providing inhabitants with housing, transportation, and other
services that are not detrimental to the natural environment.
Superblocks are extremely beneficial to this goal because
they encourage the usage of public transport, lower the
amount of vehicular emissions, provide local food sources,
assist in groundwater replenishment, and increase access to
greenspace. Without the development of Superblocks, there
might not be large-scale change in the transportation sector,
leading to the continuance of the inequalities that exist in
this sector. Superblocks play an important role in moving the
transportation focus from cars to mass transit that is critical in
creating a sustainable future.

Project 2: Street and Hardscape Revitalization
In the early adopter scenario, interior streets would be closed
off to outside traffic. Cars belonging to residents would be
permitted. This first project would transform former street and
hardscape areas and improve communal benefits by planting
trees and adding planter boxes along the sides of streets to
increase shade cover (GRN) and support community gardens
to encourage healthy exercise and community activities, while
combating urban problems such urban heat Islands (GRN,
AGR). Communal spaces, such as farmer’s markets, would also
be added (COM). By 2050, vehicular traffic will move completely
outside of the Superblock, due to the construction of parking
garages on the outskirts, thus making most roads obsolete.
The asphalt surfaces would be replaced with native plants or
grasses and gardens could be enlarged. These transformations
will improve the green and agricultural infrastructure (GRN,
AGR) for an area, that as of now, has almost none of either. The
decrease in hardcover throughout the neighborhood will also
improve groundwater recharge (WAT) and decrease runoff and
water pollution. High use recycling bins and water fill-up stations
(WAT) will be added to the community spaces, and walking,
biking, and mass transit will increase (TRAN).

Project 3: Typical Residence
The ways the Superblock will change the neighborhood as a
whole will also affect individual residences. Street-level changes
matched with residence-oriented projects will have an immense
impact on the health, quality of life, and sustainability of those
who participate. For example, the increased shade tree canopy
(GRN) will decrease temperatures and the urban heat island effect within the neighborhood, encouraging more-active, healthier
outdoor lifestyles. This decrease in temperature will allow for a
transition from energy inefficient “swamp coolers” (that are common in Los Angeles) towards more-sustainable energy practices
such as natural/passive cooling (ENE). Strategies to aggressively implement measures to reduce energy and water consumption for the residences in the superblock would be adopted, which are already supported by several incentive programs
(e.g., high-efficiency washers, dryers and toilets; rain barrels).
Additionally, the community gardens can source compost from
houses within the community (AGR), creating a strong partnership between the two groups. Both the farmer’s market and the
composting will decrease waste and trash outputs of each residence. Residents will determine how they wish to repurpose
hard surface driveways into additional greenspaces (GRN) and
permeable surfaces (WAT).
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