INJUNCTION GRANTED

Construction delayed on historic Riverside site
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A judge on Friday issued a preliminary injunction preventing developer Doug Jacobs from doing any work at the site of Riverside’s second Chinatown until at least late June.

Jacobs plans to build a medical office building on the property at the corner of Brockton and Tequesquite avenues.

The Save Our Chinatown Committee wants to preserve the site, and any historic resources it holds, as a memorial park. It sought the injunction.

“Boy, are we relieved and happy,” said committee member Jean Wong, who attended the court hearing in downtown Riverside.

The committee sued the city of Riverside in November over its approval of Jacobs’ project, and the Riverside County Office of Education over its agreement to sell 2.3 acres, including the Chinatown site, to Jacobs for $2.8 million. The entire project site is 4.2 acres.

The suit says both entities violated the California Environmental Quality Act, which covers historic resources, and says the education office violated other state laws.

The Chinatown site, across from Riverside Community Hospital, is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. It also is a city and county landmark and a state point of historical interest.

The injunction issued by Riverside County Superior Court Judge Sharon Waters prevents any work on the project site until at least June 29, when she is scheduled to conduct a trial of the case.

An excavation in 1984 and 1985 uncovered about three tons of items, including pieces from rice bowls, from opium paraphernalia and from Chinese dominoes, as well as medicine bottles embossed with Chinese characters.

Under the supervision of archaeologists, Jacobs’ crews began their own excavation of the site with heavy equipment in mid-February, turning up very little.

Two days later, the committee persuaded Waters to issue a temporary restraining order preventing further work.

If the committee wins its entire case , the decisions made by the Riverside City Council and the education office would be set aside and the project would have to undergo more environmental review to stay alive.

Waters said during Friday’s hearing that she doesn’t believe the Save Our Chinatown Committee is likely to win its case against the city.

It appears the committee didn’t make all the objections during the city approval process that it is making in its lawsuit, Waters said.

“I think you have some serious issues to address in that respect,” Waters told the committee’s attorney, Raymond Johnson.

Johnson said after the hearing that once he has the complete records of the city approval process, which included hearings by the Cultural Heritage Board, Planning Commission and City Council, he will be able to prove his case that committee members did raise all their issues during the approval process.

The committee’s main claim against the city is that it didn’t consider alternatives to the office project, even just moving where the building will go on the property to preserve the section the committee believes holds archaeological resources.

Waters said the committee does seem likely to win its case against the education office.

The committee says the education office approved the sale of its property to Jacobs in 2007 without any environmental review and in violation of state laws under which it should have first offered the property for low-income housing or recreational purposes.

The education office said in its court filings that its sale of the property to Jacobs is not “a project” subject to the California Environmental Quality Act.

Even if it were, the office said, the statute of limitations lapsed well before the committee filed its suit.
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