Judge’s tentative Chinatown findings leave both sides with questions
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The fate of the Chinatown archeological site near downtown Riverside remained in limbo Thursday following more than two hours of legal arguments focused on whether officials followed state laws in approving development of a medical office building on the property.

In a move that encouraged preservationists, Judge Sharon Waters said she intended to rule that the Riverside County Office of Education did not follow state law governing sales of surplus public land when it agreed two years ago to sell the 2.3 acres to developer Doug Jacobs.

But on another issue, the tentative finding apparently favored the developer. Waters said it appears the city of Riverside did not violate state environmental laws when it approved the office building last year.

Waters did not say when she would issue final, written rulings. She kept in place a preliminary injunction that prevents construction of the medical building from moving forward.

A group called Save Our Chinatown Committee sued the city of Riverside and the Riverside County Office of Education to protect remnants of the historic Chinese settlement. Among other points, the group challenged the Office of Education’s sale of the property and contended the city had not adequately considered alternatives that would better preserve artifacts buried on the land.

After the arguments in Riverside County Superior Court, some observers were unsure what will happen.

“It is disappointing that protecting an important historical place has to hang on the technicalities of surplus land laws,” said Margie Akin, a member of the Chinatown committee.

The dispute over the land sale has to do with its timing.

The Office of Education declared the land surplus in 1999 and set a 90-day timeline to accept bids but had no takers, said Raymond Johnson, a Temecula attorney representing the preservation group.

The agency agreed to sell to Jacobs Development Co. eight years later, he said.

Surplus public land has to be offered to other public agencies before it can be sold to private parties. Other public agencies may have developed an interest in the land after 1999, Johnson said.

But an attorney for the county education office, John Dietrich, said the land deal is legally sound.

“Once it’s declared surplus, that doesn’t change,” Dietrich said in court. “It stays surplus.”

The site at Brockton and Tequesquite avenues has been vacant for more than 20 years, but artifacts and structural remnants from the late 1800s and early 1900s are believed to be buried there.

Members of the Chinatown committee said the medical building’s footprint could be moved away from the corner to better preserve the artifacts.

Kristi Smith, a supervising deputy city attorney, said in court that the entire site still would have to be excavated to stabilize the soil.

The developer has agreed to hire an archaeologist to oversee an excavation before construction begins and to display any artifacts in the new building.

The site is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.
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