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LAND AS A SHARE OF ALL WEALTH, LJS ANGELES COUNTY. 1971 

Notes by Naton Gaffney, 1986 

The-following data were taken fro~ the assessment ro11s of Loi 
Angeles County for 1971-72 by Dr. William Truehart and presented 
fn his dfssertatfon at Claremont Graduate School, 1973. Th~y are 
valfd as very general indicators, but the asiessor and hfs staff. 
Dr. Truehart, and r. all three. have handled the■ 1n our separate 
ways. so see the various notes and wirnings before interpreting 
them. 

Los Angeles County 1s the largest sfngle assessment 
jurisdfctfon in Calffornfa and the wurld, in values. population, 
and number of parcels. If there are diseconomfes of scale in 
organfzfng an assessor's work they wnl be found here. There is 
also po11tfcs: at the time of these Jata a teacher at San Marino 
High was suing the elected assessor. Phflip Watson, for 
undervaluing lands 1n the Malfbu ltf11s held by Ronald Reagan, Bob 
Hope. and other prominent indivfdual•;. 

The U.S. Census of Governments p~rfod1ca11y reports on the 
ratio of sales values to assessed v~lues. as., check on the 
validity of local assessments. Varf~us bfases show up regularly. 
The one aost relevant here 1s a widespread tend~ncy to und~rvalue 
land relative to buildings and Movable capfta1. The true value of 
land as a share of ill wealth 1s considerably higher than shown 
here. 

•fractional assffssment• is the utt1versa1 µractfse in 
Ca11forn1a. (It 1s a bad practise. but hallowed by tradftion;) 
Assessed values are about 20S of market. Truehart says 25% but he 
1s bef~g generous. There 1s an aver,ge 5 years or more between 
reassessNents so the average one is 2.5 or more years old, . 
generally guaranteeing the assessmert is le,s than the •target• 
251. So to put these data 1n market ter•s. multiply by 5. 

liut the major interest 1n these data 1s conparfsons among 
cities, and among uses of land. llot!i cities and land use classes 
are heterogeneous. some of them ext1·e■ely so, so bear 1n ~ind that 
the data given are siMply means for the class~s. requirin~ 
interpretation for individual cases. There are 1.soo.000 
(llrcels of real estate 1n L • .r .. Coun.y, anrl no simp1e s1111w;.-ry 
f19ure5 will do justice to their variety. StillJ what follows ts a 
goud start. 



Assessed values of property. L.~. County, 1971-72 roll, 

Kfnd of pro I_!. Assesi;ed Valve -~•!!,!!_ of total 
($000.000) 

Land 7,248 . J9 
Impro .. e11ents 8,329 .. ; 5 
Personal 3,113 .17 

Wh•t 1s •personal• property? It ,loesn't really ■ean personal, 
but movable. What you or I wov1d call personal property fs mostly 
exempt. I ■provements means mo~tly buildings, but also includes 
•ftxtures•, ■eantng machines ~nd cou11ters affixed to the floor, 
wall, ceiling or grounds (but with c~pricious exceptions, such as. 
e.g., that trees and vfnes are •persnnal property•). 

Selected cities ranked by r,,tfo of __ Land/(Land + I■prove■ents) 

Cf,!l Assessed Ya lttes {1000.000) L/(1.+I) 
Land Improy_t!■ents. 

1. Avalon 5.62 2.42 .70 
•Resfd. • . 571 . 354 .62 

2. Irwindale 9.68 5.89 .62 
•Gravel• 5.17 1.35 .79 

3. Sfgnal 12,7 9.29 .58 
Htll 

Lt. Mfg. 2.11 1.55 .58 
Petr. & Gas 1.24 1.09 .53 
Resfd. 1.84 1,24 .60, 

4. Beverly Hflls 162. :t33. .55 

5. Lawndale 18.3 15.1 .55 
Resfd. 7.70 4.63 .61 

6. Culver Cfty 60.6 52.1 .54 
!Ivy. Ind. 4.90 . 4.80 .51 

7. Monte,hello 50.l 50.2 .50 
kesid. 24. 0 · 23.7 .50 

!:_,A._COUNTY 7,248. 8 132~.:.._,., _____ ., 4653 



8. P&1Mdale 20.3 
Restd. 1.53 

9. Pasadena 143. 
Restd. 43.5 

10. La Mirada 15.3 
Restd. 6.02 

11. Carson 90.8 

12. Cudahy 5.66 

13. Baldwin Park 19.4 

14. West Covtna 21.2 
Restd. 11.0 

15. San Fernando 7.08 
Restd. 2.35 

16. Vernon 41.9 

17. El Segundo 
Reftnertes 
Aerospace 

18. Cla1·c■n11t 
Rest d. 

47 .8 
12.3 
7.11 

16.9 
6.00 

24.8 
4.92 

184. 
43.4 

22.7 
11.3 

145.9 

9.38 

32.0 

36.5 
23.9 

12.8 
3.95 

80.5 

100.l 
55.1 
17. 4 

47.1 
18.3 

. 45 

.23 

.44 

. 50 

. 40 

.35 

. 38 

.38 

.38 

.37 

.32 

.36 

. 37 

.34 

.32 

.18 

. 29 

.26 

.24 

Truehart does not furnfsh the data for the Ctty of Los 
Angeles as a whole, but for selected neighborhoods, whfch I 
have ranked separately below. Truehart selected the 
neighborhoods for their dtsttnctfve ch~racter. 

l. Park-La Brea 
2. Venice 
3. E11st L.A. 
4. San Pedro 
S, CBD 
6. Century Cfty 
7. W11tt$ 
8. Wilshire Blvd. 

(improved only) 

10. 2 
6.43 

18,6 
6. 40-

81. 4 
32.2 

3. 91 

10.4 

5.34 
5.66 

17 .1 
6.69 

111. 
54.9 
7.01 

26.4 

.66 

.53 
,52 
.49 
.42 
.37 
.36 

.28 

Comments and tnterpretatton follow for the varfous cttfes and 
neighborhoods above .. 



1. Avalon, pop. 1520. Reso1·t, Sta. Catalina Island. 
Playground of the rfch and reclusfve. Older bufldfngs. Hfgh 
values for few people. The Island was entfre1y owned not long 
ago by one fam11y (Wrfgley) and fs ~oubtless stfll very closely 
held. An example of land as a •sup~rior good•. 

2. Irwindale, pop. 784. Produces cement, sand, gravel. etc. 
from the San Gabrfel Rfver. Enor•ou~ values per resf~ent, few 
resfdents: an •tndustrfa1 enclave• to-called. It may well be 
one of those like City of Industry, Em~ryvf11e (up north). etc, 
that zone out resfdents de1fberate11· to hold down school taxes 
on the dominant fndustrtal interestt. 

3. Signal Hf11, pop, 5,582. 011 ~verywhere. It w•s 
subdivided before they struck ofl, LO many, perhaps most of the 

·parcels share in monthly royalty checks from the ofl operators. 
Thfs fs what accounts for the hfgh land values, even on 
resfdentfal parcels. • 

The •Petroleum and Gas• class fncludes itorage tanks. 

4, Beverly Hflls, pop. 33,500. High values per capfta, both 
res1dent1Al and commercfal -- whoop~, we hate that expression, 
make that reta11, or l!. haut monde, or something posh. Another 
case of land as a a superfor good, less extreme than Avalon. 
Palattal homes that you see; invisible land values more 
majestfc than the palaces. 

Achfeves high values per capita ufthout fncluding anything 
dfrty lflte ce■ent. oi1, or 111dustry. In an affluent· socte·iy the 
•amenity• value of land for recreat!on and ostentatfous ltvfng 
and socfa1fz1ng becomes a higher and htgher share of the total. 

5. Lawndale, pop. 25,000. Thfs f~ no Beverly H111s, but a 
group of old houses due for oemo11tion and replacement. 

6. Culver Cfty, pop. 35.000. Old buildings, 11 m11es·from 
ctty center. land ~pproachfng the eve of renewal. 

7. Montebello, pop. 43,000. Another older cft1, 9.2 mfles 
from c1ty center. 



8. Palmdale. Highly speculative, far out from center. Large 
Lockheed Plant, possible new commerc\al airport, ke~p hope~ 
a11ve and elevate value of vacant land. Note low land share 1n 
existing residential, indicating low unit values of land 
reflecttng re•ote location. • 

9, Pasadena, pop. 113,327. Older G1ty of s~per1or location, 
hen~e the high lend shtre in •residential•. 

•Residential• as used here is my 1nterpretatfon of 
Truehart's term •homeowners•, uhich Z •• quit~ sure refers to 
detached single family dwellfi1g unit~, (some of whfcb are 
rented). 

A good deal of the single units 1h Pasadena are probably on 
land whose value is enhanced by demand for multiple-unit 
apart■ents, helping account for the ~fgh land share there. A 
troubled city in process of adJus:ttn1i to drastic chan9es, 
Pasadena defies sf ■ple generaltzations. 

Per capita values are moderate to low, reflectfng larg~ 
recent inmigratfons, apartments, and subdfv1sion of old 
residences. 

10. ta Mfrada. Dormitory suburb, new and high quality fn 
moderate location. hence the Modest 1and value share. 

11. Carson. Truehart thinks it 1s a dormitory suburb but he 
is tentative. and I juJt platn don't know. 

12. Cudahy. No tnfcr■ation. 

13. Beldw1n Park, pop. 47.000. Ye1·y low land values per 
capita, about 1/12 of Beverly ffflls. Also a lower ratio of land 
to 1aprovements, .38 as opposed to ,!i5 for Beverly Hills. 
Peopl~ of lesser means need shelter first 1nd location sec9nd; 
people of greater means reverse the ~rder. That ts what it 
1o11e11ns to say that land 1 s a "super101· good•. 



14. West Covina. Dor■ftory suburb, too far away. 

15. San Fernando. Older dorm. to~ far out. 

16. Vernon. Industrial enclave. but unlike lrwtndale (the 
cement cf ty). Vernon's f ndu strf es a ,,e 11anufacturfng and 
warehousfng. callfng for I higher r.itfo of fmprovem~nt to land. 
Vernon also has an unusually hfgh a~ount of "personal" 
property. f.e. inventories of raw •~terials and warehoused 
goods in commerce. That kind of capital fs nat •supposed to be• 
inc 1 uded wf th improvements• but Tru,1hart says that so■e of it 
is. 

1-7. El Segundo. Refineries and &urospace. costly 
improvements make for a low share of land value. However, fn 
Milwaukee I found that industrial l"nd WI! nearly always 
underassessed by a very large factor. That fs because it has 
not been subdivided, and the practi~~ is to reassess land 
upwards when ft ts subdivided, but ttot gtnerally beforehand. 

What does the U.S. Census of Gov~rnments tell us about this? 
Very little! Its studies of :sales/ai;sess11ent rattos ar·e 
generally lf ■ited to subdivfdod residential lands. What little 
it does tell us about acreage, however. fs that it fs the most 
underassessed of all classes of taxable property. 

So take these El Segundo and Vernon f19ures ~fth a grain of 
salt. In addition. today the growth of values around LAX has 
undoubtedly pushed these land figures upwnrds. 

18. Clare■ont. Dor11ftory and co1·1ege town. small lots, 
remote fro■ city center. employment for tntellectuals wfl1tng 
to 11ve fn gentee~ poverty a~d breathe s•og 1n return for 
intellectual and cultural amenities which com■and less of-a 
premium fn the southern California i:ulture than fn New England. 

Truehart also carved out sa,al 1 s1,ct·lons of the City of L.A. 
for study, as noted e1rlier. Commen,,s on these follow. 

1. Park-La Brea. 35-year old apart■ents fn superior 
location. Land value 1s beginning to outgrow the bufld1ng~. 



i. 
I 

I 

I 

i 

presaging early demolition and rene~al. 

2. Venice. In spite of th~ extre~ely small crowded lots the 
buildings are old and the location ~romising, so location is 
still a large factor in value. 

3. East L.A. Mixed. 

4. San Pedro. Older section, har~or influence. 

5. CBD. This fs the bfg surprise. In ■ost cttfes the CBO 
shows a higher land share. The low ~hare shown here fs the 
product of several factors. One, th~ CBD of L.A. has always 
been relatively weak co■pared wtth other cities~ the pre~tu■ on 
locating there ts less. Two, 1971 WiS a ti ■e when CBDs fn ■ost 
places were weaker than before or s1nce. Decentralizatfon had 
been the ■ode for a long ti~e. and recentralization had hardly 
begun. Today as you know the untt 1.,nd 1111lues downtown have 
■ultfplied. So, of course, have the buf1d1ngs, but probably in 
lesser proportion. 

6. Century City. Hore we have a 11 ■1ted area unffor■ly 
t ■proved wtth new and upscale bufldtngs, hence the low land 
share, even though unft land values are high. (The high land 
share which we expect fn ■ost CBDs ts the product of a few hfgh 
buildings shedding hfgh speculative expectations over lots of 
vacant and underfmproved parcels.) 

7. Watts. The poor put a higher iiremfu■ Oh shelter than on 
·1ocation. 

Watts 1s not very crowded per sq"are ■ile. It fs just that 
unit land values are very low. What fs land value? It 1s ~hat 
someone will pay for empty land, for the purpose of building a 
new improvement. Few want to do that in Wattz, because of low 
inco■es. high une■ployment, and htgll crime. 

Truehart interprets the data differently, stating that Watts 
Js not a· slum area. I do not know tile area well enough to 
evaluate that. My analysts is derfv11d fro■ observations fn the· 
corresponding area of Milwaukee, knawn locally there as the 
Mfnner core•. When surroundfng cond~tfons get inhospitable 

·enough. some land 1s practfcally abNndoned and cannot be so1d 
et any prfce. 



. .. 

a. W11sh1re Blvd., f ■proved parcels only. Truehart cut out 
the vacant parcels, of which there are many, to get the ratio 
on improved parcels only here. 

H1 s data come from 4 separated str1 ps: Ve1·11ont to Ard11ore; 
Windsor to Hudson; La Brea to Fairfax (•Miracle Mile•); and the 
•westwood Area•. 

The point of this selection see■s to be that even h1gh-r1se 
apa rt■ents and condos co■mandf ng fabulous rents and prf ces ·are 
not enough to push the land share below .28. 

Remember that within each city, and wfthin each class of 
land use within each city, there is wide variation. depending 
on age, intensfty, location, and other variables. The figures 
given show general tendencies, and for that purpose are a 
useful way to get a feel for the economic forces swirling 
around inside cities and regions~ 

Trueha~t also presents data by ciass of land use, provided 
by the office of the Assessor of L.A. County. •intensity•, 
measured by the ratio of capital to land, depends on the 
combination of two things: the location of the land,· which we 
have let be represented by the name of the city; and the use to 
which ft fs put. as represented in ihe classes below. 

The Assessor had hfs data on tape and class1f1ed by •1and 
use•. As you run through these uses you will get a feel for how 
arbitrary so■e of them ■ust be, and what.different actual facts 
are Included withfn the same •class~. Still, you will get a 
good feel for how the Intensity of use varies.according to the 
u~e to whJch land is put. 

The data below are similar but not 1denttca1 to.those 
presented above. There are two differences. First, what we show 
below is the ratio of Land to (Land+ Japrovements + Personal). 
(Prevtously we oa1tted Personal from the deno■inator.) This 1s 
necessitated by the w1y Truehart gathered the data. for a 
purpose different from the present one. 

Second, mtnor errors are 1ntroduced by the fact that I have 
had to calculate the land share from other data presented by 



Truehart, by reconstructing his program from the description in 
his text, and working it bacLwards to the original data, ~htch 
are not presented there. I be1ieve this has resulted in minor 
errors, not exceeding two percentage points. The point is not 
worth pursuing here. assessed value$ are not that accurate 
anyway. 

Land as share of all capital by land use classes, L.A. Coun\y 

Land Use Class 

Food Processing 
Multi-story Office Buildings 
Mineral Processing (ref1ner1es) 
Heavy Industrial 
Packing Plants 
Apartments: 5+ units 
Hotels. aulti-story 
Professional Buildings 
Produce Houses 
Canneries 
Financial Institutions 
Hospitals 
Regional shopping centers 
Warehoustng. etc. 
Motels. 1•3 stories 
Dept. stores. multi-story 
Light Manufacturing 
Apts .• 4 units 
•Homeowners• 
Neighborhood shopping center 
Supermarltets • 
Single-family residential 
Misc. residential 
COUNTY AVERAGE 
Audftortu■s 
One-story office bufldfngs 
Bowling alleys 
3-unit residential 
Service shops 
Nortuarfes. cemeteries 
Nursing holles 
Duplexes 
Store and office 
Restaurants 

Lane! Shar.!_ 

.186 

.197 

.225 

.238 

.246 
• 2!i q 
.279 
.279 
• 2l17 
.287 
• 2S4 
.342 
.343 
• 347 
.349 
• 3f-7 
, 3Gl 
• 3fl8 
• 3fl!J 
• 3!13 
.409 
.411 
.4I2 
.4'.i2 
.'114 
.422 
• 4:!4 
• 4:~3 
.445 
• 4,i6 
• 4,;1 
• 4::14 
.435 
.494 



o I • o 

Night Clubs 
Stores 
Recreation 
Nurse-rfes 
Lodges 
Roo■tng Houses 
Auto Sales 
Race Tracks 
Mobile Home Parks 
Vines 
Poultry 
Mater Co■panies 
Luaber Yards 
Irrigated Field Crops 
Service Stations 
Non-irrigated fruits 
Nin1ng 
Desert . 
Vacant recreational land 
Misc. Natural Resource land 
Field Crops. non-irrigated 
Agrfc .• misc .• non-irrigated 
Golf.Courses 
Dairy 
Op,an storage 
Pasture. dry 
Rivers. lakes 
Feed lots 
Private rural pumps 
Petroleu■ and gas 
Drive-fn theatres 
Pipe lines. canals 
Vacant or near-vacant ind. land 
Hiways & streets (pvt.) 
Irrigated pasture 
Rural •waste• land 
Timber: pine 

.sot-
• 60::, 
• 53(1 
.532 
.532 
.533 
.55;( 
• SS'l 
.59/ 
• 59(1 
.61:t 
.6l 1l 
. 63! 
.65i> 
.67 3 
.67-\ 
.677 
.67tl 
.68~ 
.700 
.701 
.71)6 
.713 
.714 
.723 
.72!i 
.730 
.731 
.7l2 
.746 
.753 
.761 
.770 
.7)8 
.782 
.784 
.785 

Vacant or near-vacant 
Parks: pvt. 
Agrtc.: truek crops 

co■■ercial.788 
.800 
.814 

Parking lots 
Uater rights . 
Add'l. vancant or near-vacant 

co111l. laild 
Rights of way 
Vacant: suftable for·s1ngle­

fa11ily residence 

.815 

.815 

.816 
• .849 

.854 



- .. . .. 

Agricultural; 1rrtgated fruits 
and nuts 

Vacant: suitable for 2 res. 
units 

Dump tttes 
Vineyards. non-Irrigated; Ctty 

of L.A. only 
Vacant; suttable for 3 or more 

restdl. units 

.895 , 

.902 

.906 

.921 

.921 

Ol, there you have tt. Now. why does all the vacant land 
near the botto■ of the 11st have ratios so far below 1.00, 
Uhat ts there besides bare 1and7 Beats me. ■aybe the assessor 
puts a value on the weeds. What we have here ts probably. 
strong evidence of the tendency of assessors to undervalue 
vacant land, and put ftcttttous values on whatever scraps of 
capttal. movable or not. they f1nd about. 
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