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Readers of
the fashion
pages —
invariably my
first stop
after check-
ing out the
latest in the
Snooki
Chronicles —
will be aware of a break-
through that Walt Disney
Co. recently achieved in the
field of religious couture.

The occasion was the
request of two female “cast
members” at Disneyland
(that’s “employees” to you
and me) to wear the Islamic
hijab, or head covering, on
the job. One of these cases
remains unresolved at this
writing, but in the other, the
company accommodated
Noor Abdallah, 22, by de-

signing a hijab that both
met her religious standard
of modesty in dress while
blending with the uniform —
excuse me, “costume” — she
wears to her job in the Dis-
neyland box office in Ana-
heim. 

The process wasn’t as
smooth as it should have
been. When she declined to
remove her hijab during
working hours, Abdallah’s
supervisors initially tried to
reassign her from Disney-
land’s ticket sales windows
to a stockroom job out of
sight of parkgoers. 

Abdallah held firm: “I
had come there to work in a
certain position, and I
wanted to work with them
on getting an accommoda-
tion for that position, and
not being transferred to
another one solely because
of how I looked, not on mer-

it,” she told me. After about
two weeks of discussion,
Disney costumers designed
a hijab and cap arrange-
ment that satisfied every-
body as a compromise.

In the second case,
Imane Boudlal, 26, a Moroc-
can-born hostess at the
Grand Californian Hotel’s
Storytellers Cafe, hasn’t
accepted the design options
she’s been offered. She’s
currently suspended with-
out pay.

There, too, Disney’s first
instinct was to cite its cos-
tume guidelines and offer
Boudlal a job without guest
contact. But the guidelines
also allow for some “give and
take” to meet an employee’s
special needs, says Suzi
Brown, a Disneyland
spokeswoman, and that’s
the outcome the company
eventually sought.

The costume policy is
“still intact,” she says. In
Abdallah’s case, “we’ve been
able to find a solution for the
cast member that meets our
costuming guideline.”

The process by which it
reached that solution tells
us a great deal about Disney
— as it is, and as it should be.

Disney has always shown
a certain ability to change
with the times. One can
argue whether the company
tends to do so early, late or
just in time; I’d say that
while it’s rarely a pioneer, it’s
not always the last one to
the party either. 

Take gay issues. When
the company first permitted
dancing at Disneyland in
1957, it banned same-sex
dancing, and even suffered a
rebuff in state court in 1984
for evicting two gay men who

Disney should lead Muslim acceptance
MICHAEL HILTZIK 

[See Hiltzik, B10]

The creative department of the real estate

business has lost its swagger. ¶ Archi-

tects, the exalted artists who design struc-

tures that will stand for generations, are

feeling a lot less glamorous these days. As

the recession emptied offices, stores and

factories, the demand for new ones disap-

peared. Work for architects also went

away. ¶ When people look back, there will

be few signature buildings on the country’s

metropolitan skylines to point to that were

built in the years around 2010, said Kermit

Baker, chief economist for the American

Institute of Architects. ¶ The AIA’s mea-

surement of commercial real estate work

that architects have on their boards is at a

low ebb, a 40% decline since late 2008. “You

need to go back to the Great Depression to

see something of 

Gina Ferazzi Los Angeles Times 

MINIMAL: Architect Jonathan Watts at the Marina del Rey office of Cuningham Group. The Minneapolis firm is about 15% smaller than before the recession, he says. 

COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE QUARTERLY REPORT

Projects scarce, jobs too

Commercial building va-
cancies climbed and rents
went down — again — in the
third quarter as Southern
California’s white-collar
companies reduced the size
of their offices.

Overall vacancy was
nearly 20%, up significantly
from 17.5% in the third quar-
ter a year earlier, according
to statistics compiled by real
estate brokerage Cushman
& Wakefield. The average
asking rent was $2.35 a
square foot a month, 13 cents
less than in the July-Septem-
ber quarter of 2009.

“Vacancies are at their
highest in 15 years,” said Joe

Vargas, the brokerage’s
Southern California area
manager. “It’s clearly a ten-
ants’ market and will remain
a great opportunity for them
for the next nine to 12
months.”

The market is still catch-
ing up to staff cutbacks and
office closures provoked by
the recession that drove un-
employment up across the
Southland. As long as com-
panies are reluctant to hire
new workers, the office mar-
ket will remain weak and
challenging for landlords,
real estate brokers said.

Landlords have slashed
rents to some of the lowest
levels in memory, offering
tenants a bit of financial
breathing room and the op-
portunity to lock in favorable
rates for years to come.

Although demand for of-
fice space has been weak for
more than a year, few leases
beyond urgent renewals 

Struggling architects are
trying new lines of work
ROGER VINCENT
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More empty space
gives tenants edge 

With vacancy rates 
at a 15-year high and
rents falling, logjam
may be breaking up. 

Roger Vincent

[See Overview, B7]

AMERICA OUT
OF WORK
A former construction supervisor is
a casualty of the housing bubble.
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[See Architects, B7]
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this magnitude,” Baker said.
Southern California ar-

chitects have come up with
some creative ways to cope
with the crisis and stay busy.
One architect is writing mov-
ie scripts and stage plays.
One firm is planning to de-
velop its own building and
sell off extra office space. An-
other is hustling to design
products it can license to
manufacturers.

Nearly everywhere,
though, there are cutbacks.
Employment at the nation’s
architecture firms has
dropped 25% since 2008,
Baker said. The pain ap-
pears to be widespread.

“There is such a sense
that it is going to be so tough
for so long that it’s affecting
middle- and upper-manage-
ment ranks,” said architect
Ann Gray, a consultant to
developers and publisher of
a magazine for Los Angeles
architects. “Usually they
start chopping at the bottom
because senior-level people
can do everything the under-
lings can. This time cuts have
been across the board.”

Hiring has been so weak
that firms stand to lose a
generation of talent.

“We are going to have this
weird demographic [void]”
in the future, she said. “Ten
years from now, where will we
find our project managers?”

Opportunities for out-of-
work architects are rare. A
small Culver City firm, MDA
Johnson Favaro, got more
than 230 applications for an
entry-level position it offered
on an Internet job board last
month.

Many of the respondents
had a few years of experi-
ence, firm Principal Steve
Johnson said, “so we were

able to aim a little higher in
terms of qualifications.”

The firm downsized by
30% last year, he said, to
make it through the reces-
sion with the work it had,
and was left with eight archi-
tects. Business has stabi-
lized enough to hire one
more, but competition for
contracts is still brutal.

“Before, we were compet-
ing with four or five firms
similar to our own,” Johnson
said. “Now 20 or 30 firms are
going after a job. Every firm,
regardless of size, is going af-
ter every project out there to
keep the lights on.”

Minneapolis-based Cu-
ningham Group is about 15%
smaller than before the re-
cession, Principal Jonathan
V. Watts said, even though it
was prepared for the down-
turn. 

“We saw this coming,”
said Watts, who works in the
Marina del Rey office. “Two
years ago we started market-
ing in Korea and China.
That’s where the money and
the work is.” Cuningham’s
overseas design jobs include
a large resort hotel and a wa-
ter theme park.

Cuningham Group also
expects to make money on
an office building it is plan-
ning in Culver City. The firm
and its partner, REthink De-
velopment, bought land that
was once part of the MGM
studio back lot and has de-
signed an environmentally
friendly building it hopes will
qualify for the top-level —
platinum — certification
from the United States
Green Building Council.

“It’s the Toyota Prius of
buildings, except that it’s re-
ally attractive,” Watts said of
the design. “What better ad-
vertising is there for what we

can do than being in our own
building?”

He hopes to start con-
struction by May and finish
the project, called the Plant,
in about 18 months. Cuning-
ham would occupy about
20% of the office space and
sell the rest condominium-
style to other businesses
that want to be in an ultra-
green building.

Santa Monica architect
Tommy Landau, who de-
signed some of the region’s
prominent high-rise office
buildings in past decades,
has had it with the grind.

“I don’t want to have an-
other staff again,” said Lan-
dau, who ran a firm with
about 40 people in the 1980s.
“I have no interest in market-
ing or sending anybody a pic-
ture of a building.”

His staff bulked up again

for about five years when he
was working on the 25-story
Glendale Plaza office tower
completed in 1999, but he
mostly works on his own
now. He knows that more
high-rise offices won’t be
built around Southern Cali-
fornia again soon. “There is
no sense beating a dead
horse,” he said.

Landau is instead culti-
vating his creative side, writ-
ing screenplays, drawing
cartoons and hosting events
such as poetry readings at
his studio. His musical stage
play “Woodie,” about a turf
war between surfers and
gays in the 1960s, is perhaps
his favorite project these
days.

“I get more excited about
artistic endeavors,” he said.

Global architecture firm
HOK recently launched

HOK Product Design, a
business based in Los Ange-
les that licenses products it
designs to manufacturers
that make and sell them. The
product-design business
was not prompted by the re-
cession but was started with
an eye to the ever-more-com-
petitive future of the profes-
sion.

“The board was looking
for things that were an ad-
junct to architecture but po-
tentially gave us a new type of
revenue stream,” said Susan
Grossinger, HOK’s director
of product design. “Architec-
ture is a fee-for-service busi-
ness. Product design is roy-
alty-based.”

Among the firm’s prod-
ucts is a low-cost rain garden
for use in urban settings that
catches storm water, cleans
it and puts it into the ground.

That product is unique,
Grossinger said, while oth-
ers are improvements to ex-
isting designs.

She sees the division as a
chance to push the frontiers
of environmentally friendly
design into what she refers to
as biomimicry. “We try to do
things as nature would do
them.”

Well-known Los Angeles
architecture firm Johnson
Fain has joined the scramble
for overseas business and
turned some of its focus to
designing buildings for pub-
lic agencies such as the Los
Angeles Unified School Dis-
trict.

It’s a strategic shift for a
firm known for conjuring up
high-profile Class A office
buildings, such as MGM
Tower in Century City. The
35-story tower, completed in
2003, is the newest office sky-
scraper in Los Angeles, and
no others are known to be
planned. The firm has been
pared to about 46 employees
from more than 70 in early
2008.

“Donald Trump used to
call us the ‘Die Hard’ guys,”
partner Scott Johnson said,
because Johnson Fain de-
signed Fox Plaza, the Cen-
tury City high-rise at the cen-
ter of the first “Die Hard”
movie in 1988.

More recent projects in-
clude Roy Romer Middle
School and Miguel Contre-
ras Learning Complex in Los
Angeles. Although work is
still scarce, private develop-
ers are starting to discuss
new projects again, Johnson
said.

“Architects will look back
to 2009,” he said, “and say
that was the valley.”

roger.vincent@latimes.com

With work scarce, architects restructure their thinking 
[Architects, from B1]

Gina Ferazzi Los Angeles Times 

IN DEVELOPMENT: Architect Jonathan Watts of Cuningham Group is working
on an environmentally friendly office space in Culver City called the Plant. 

were signed for several
months because many land-
lords were reluctant to lower
rents in the hope that the
economy would soon bounce
back. And even when rents
did come down, tenants were
reluctant to make commit-
ments because they were un-
certain about their own busi-
ness prospects or believed
that the rental market had
further to fall.

The logjam started to
break up in the third quarter,
brokers said, as landlords
grew more realistic about
what they could charge and
tenants grew more optimis-
tic about their futures. Rents
are expected to dip a bit
more, but appear to be bot-
toming out.

“The market has kind of
flattened,” said Mark Sulli-
van, regional manager of real
estate brokerage Studley.
“Landlords have taken a full
dose of medicine and we
have kind of reached a bal-
ance here allowing transac-
tions to happen.”

The biggest lease of the
quarter was Southern Cali-
fornia Gas Co.’s 15-year com-
mitment to keep more than
1,300 employees in 350,000
square feet in Gas Company
Tower in downtown Los An-
geles. Had the utility moved

its headquarters to another
building the consequences
could have been devastating
for landlord MPG Office
Trust, which has been strug-
gling with heavy debt and
the weak rental market.

The downtown L.A. office
market has been nearly flat
for years. A building boom in
the late 1980s and early 1990s

left an abundance of space
that was never absorbed,
even during the flush years of
the mid-2000s when rents
were flying upward in Cen-
tury City and Santa Monica.
Downtown vacancy was
nearly 18% in the third quar-
ter, up from 16% in the year-
earlier quarter.

“Downtown never prof-

ited from the spike that the
Westside got during the
boom,” Sullivan said. “The
Westside is a bit more manic-
depressive than downtown.”

Overall vacancy on the
Westside is 16.6%, up two per-
centage points from the
same period a year earlier.
Asking rents are $3.27 a
square foot, down 39 cents

from the third quarter of
2009.

Asking rents tend to be
significantly higher than
what tenants actually pay,
though, after calculating all
the incentives landlords of-
fer to get tenants to sign
long-term leases, Cushman’s
Vargas said. “Free rent, free
parking, moving allowances

— we are seeing the whole
gamut of concessions to
move.”

Tenants have become
more aggressive just in the
last month or so, said Whit-
ley Collins, senior managing
director of brokerage Jones
Lang LaSalle.

“Even six months ago
people thought we could
maybe be headed for anoth-
er significant [economic]
drop,” Collins said. “People
are feeling that if we are not
at the bottom now, the bot-
tom is near and it’s not going
to be much worse.”

Office occupancy will
continue to fall, he predicted,
because many companies
that downsized during the
recession are still renting
more space than they need.
When it comes time to renew
their leases, they will take
less room.

“We are going to see the
consequences of that shad-
ow space in the fourth quar-
ter and into next year,” Col-
lins said.

The market is no longer
getting worse for landlords,
he said, but it won’t be get-
ting better soon either.

“In a year,” he said, “we
will feel like we are in the
same place.”

roger.vincent@latimes.com
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NO BOOM: The downtown L.A. office market has been nearly flat for years. The vacancy rate was almost 18% in the third quarter, up from 16% a year earlier.

As rents fall, more leases are signed 
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The real estate landscape

A sampling of real estate 
investment trusts

Bloomberg index of REITs, 
third quarter

Total returns in 
third quarterREIT

Share prices, daily closes

Sun Communities

Starwood

Macerich

Kilroy Realty

Public Storage

One Liberty

Glimcher Realty

Dupont Fabros

Arbor Realty

Strategic Hotels
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U.S. Real Estate
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