
The Great Doctor Debate

By Abbey Hood

Walk down Bedford Drive and it's hard to miss the dozens of doctor offices aligning the street.
It's also hard to miss the paparazzi swarming the front doors of the offices as celebrities are
always buzzing in and out. 

Beverly Hills is known by celebrity types and A-Listers for its for the City’s world class medical
services.

“We have had patients come from every state and 33 countries,” said Dr. Robert Kotler, who
has been in Beverly Hills for more than 20 years. 

Doctors or medical offices take up almost 21 percent of the City's Class A Office Space. 

“Anything a patient wants is within way of a walking distance,” said Kotler. “The medical world
is complex and complicated. It is so much easier to be a block or two away from world class
practitioners, it allows for good patient service.”

“We like the fact that Beverly Hills is considered a medical campus and a resource for the
population.”

But not everyone agrees. 

The Beverly Hills City Council is worried that medical offices will overwhelm the City. 

“Our cachet in Beverly Hills is glamour,” said City Councilman John Mirisch at a recent council
meeting. “It's 'come to Beverly Hills and see a star,' not 'come to Beverly Hills and see a sick
person.'”

In July 2009, the council asked the Planning Commission to study medical land use policies
and recommend an ordinance to limit future medical uses. Establishing a cap is one tool to
implement that direction.

The City states that medical uses generate greater traffic and parking demand than other
offices.

City Treasurer Eliot Finkel points out medical offices also generate less revenue than retail and
other types of commercial business because medical offices pay less business taxes. 

Doctors, like attorneys in Beverly Hills, pay taxes based on headcount not a percentage of their
business like other commercial businesses.

“(Recent surveys)” have found the City should be trying to attract entertainment companies
back to Beverly Hills,” said Finkel.

People in the industry spend money, their clients spend money and people come to Beverly
Hills to see those clients, he said. 

Doctors claim their patients also spend money.

“We create jobs and employment,” said Kotler. “We support commerce. Patients park in City
lots and dine in City restaurants; our international patients stay in Beverly Hills' hotels.”
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And unlike other types of industry, medical is not as affected by the recession.

“Illness knows no recession,” said Kotler. “If you are sick you have to go to the doctor.” 

An informal survey conducted by the City's Chamber of Commerce in April  found that of the 70
businesses surveyed, the majority stated medical positively impacts their businesses. 

Forty percent did not think Beverly Hills should place any limitations on new medical offices.

The majority reported they are not opposed to medical on Wilshire Blvd. or other commercial
areas (excluding the business triangle). 

Developers seem to agree with the Chamber of Commerce. Typically medical offices pay
higher rent, according to Finkel.

And, there is currently an abundance of vacant office space in Beverly Hills. 

TOO MUCH VACANT SPACE? 

In the first quarter of 2010, Beverly Hills reported a total vacancy rate of 15.7 percent for Class
A commercial office space, slightly higher than the vacancy rate in West Los Angeles,
according to the City of Beverly Hills' Economic Indicators. 

The increase in office vacancy rates is a current trend throughout Los Angeles, according
Director of Regional Research for Beacon Economics Brad Kemp. 

“Some areas, near LAX, are experiencing significant vacancy rates, up to almost 50 percent,'
said Kemp. 

In this market, medical office space is doing significantly better than retail or office space, said
Kemp.

“We believe medical office space will maintain its current strength and maintain in the future,”
he said. 

The future does not look as bright for office,retail space, as Kemp predicts the market for
Commercial A Office space will not start to improve until  2012 or 2013. 

“In 2011, we are going to see another slow down in the office market,” he states. “There is
going to be a drop in payroll taxes come the end of December, so people will have smaller
paychecks. This will result in a slowdown in spending as people realize their paycheck is
down.”

However, if the City allows doctors to take up the vacant space it might not be in their best
long-term interest, according to Finkel. 

Recent studies have shown entertainment companies are the highest revenue generators for
Beverly Hills, according to Finkel.

People in the industry spend money, their clients spend money and other people come to see
people in the industry, it is a triple combination, he continued.

Entertainment giants like Creative Artists Association and ICM moved their headquarters out of
Beverly Hills to Century City, when they needed more space. 

“Beverly Hills has such limited space,” said Finkel. ”I would hate to see it taken up by medical
when there is potential for better use.”

WHAT'S ON THE TABLE

The Beverly Hills Planning Commission is considering a proposed ordinance that would limit
new or expanded medical uses in the City after the City Council directed the commissioners to
develop an ordinance regulating medical uses in the city in July 2009.

Since November, the commission has studied the history of office regulation, summary of past
City Council discussions and impacts of medical use in the City. They have indicated they too,
are align with the council, and support a limit on medical use. The commission is in the process
of debating staff recommendations at meetings that should last through July. 

At the commission’s June 10 meeting, Beverly Hills City Planners recommended the
commission establish a Conditional Use Permit(CUP) for new medical projects. 
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Currently, medical use applications do not require discretionary approval from the City. If a
CUP were established, it would subject all medical use applications to a review by the Planning
Commission. 

The Planning Commission would determine that the use would not be “detrimental to adjacent
properties.” If the application did not meet a list of criteria set forth by the Planning
Commission, it would have the authority to deny the application. 

Such criterion could include:

• Preventing adverse traffic

• Promoting City's image

• Promoting retail/pedestrian activity

Another option the Commission is considering, a relatively new idea, is implementing a
“Floating Overlay Zone,” that would prohibit medical use in commercial properties, according to
Planner Jonathan Lait. 

Commercial property owners could seek to amend the City's zoning code to allow medical
overlay through the “Floating Overlay Zone.” The applicant would have to receive approval by
the City Council to amend the zone change, according to Lait. 

The Planning Commission is also considering to put a cap on new medical in the City.

The commission is weighing three different options for a cap:

1. Current Floor Area Level-The amount of medical use would be capped at the current level
of medical space already existing in Beverly Hills (1,350,000 square feet). New medical space
would only be allowed when the existing medical use inventory is reduced below the cap and
the addition would not exceed the current level.

2. Consistent Percent Level- The maximum amount of medical office space allowed would be
represented as a percentage of total commercial floor area in the City; currently medical use is
estimated at 21 percent of the commercial area. Commissioners discussed setting a maximum
level for medical office use slight above the 21 percent to allow for a small amount of new
medical office space. As the total amount of commercial floor area in the City increases
through new commercial construction, additional medical floor area would be allowed so long
as it does not exceed the maximum percentage of total commercial space established in the
cap.

3. Annual Increase-This method would use the current level of medical office space as a
baseline and allow an annual increase in medical office area. 

Both the Planning Commission and City council have asked that any new restrictions on
medical use include a provision that would allow new medical uses to be permitted within an
existing building that meets the City's current parking requirements for medical uses. New
building area up to 2,500 square feet may also be added to an existing building under the
proposed exemption. 

Lait stated to The Courier he is not aware of another City that places a cap on medical use. 

The commission has yet to vote on the adoption of the ordinance. It will continue the matter to
its July meeting.
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