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Market-Rate Housing Development in Little Tokyo, Los Angeles and  

Its Ramifications on Local Demographics 

1. Introduction 

Little Tokyo is an ethnic neighborhood situated in Downtown Los Angeles. It has an area of about 

70.4 acres, with boundaries mostly recognized as Temple Street and First Street to the north, Alameda 

Street to the east, Third Street to the south and Los Angeles Street and Judge John Aiso Street to the west
1
. 

The area is surrounded by other downtown neighborhoods including Civic Center, Historic Core, Toy 

District, Warehouse District and Art District.  

Little Tokyo was originally an immigrant enclave. The Second World War saw the deportation and 

internment of its Japanese residents, and only a few of them returned to the area after the war due to the 

housing shortage. The neighborhood underwent a slow recovery from the war, and even lost an entire 

block to make place for the new Los Angeles Police Department headquarters in the 1950s. In order to 

revitalize Little Tokyo, projects led by the former Community Redevelopment Agency of Los Angeles 

(CRA/LA) began in the 1970s, bringing back economic vitality and connection to Japanese immigrants
2
. 

Little Tokyo has now become a cultural and community center for Japanese Americans as well as a 

popular destination for food, shopping and entertainment for Angelinos and international tourists.  

The demographics of Little Tokyo are characterized by a large share of elderly Japanese Americans. 

According to the 2010 Census Data, Little Tokyo has a total population of 1701, over half of them Asian 
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and over a third aged 65 or over, compared with the city level of 11.3% and 10.5% respectively
3
. 

Furthermore, the median age of Asian population reaches 70.5, which is the highest among all races
4
. 

Most of the Japanese American seniors are first generation immigrants, or Issei in Japanese language, 

who usually live alone or in a couple after their children (Nissei, meaning second generation) and 

grandchildren (Sansei, meaning third generation) moved out. The census data coincides with the above 

observation – the average household size for Asian householders is only 1.29
5
.  

The community has a strong determination to retain its elderly Japanese American residents, 

considering them as a valuable human asset as they are a critical reason for younger generations of 

Japanese immigrants to come back to and support the community. Several affordable housing projects, 

such as Little Tokyo Towers and Casa Heiwa, have been developed since the mid-1970s to accommodate 

the senior population mostly living on fixed incomes. With downtown revitalization during the past 

decade, however, more and more market-rate residential developments have been targeting Little Tokyo, 

tapping into the demand of a growing population of young middle-class professionals. Will the new 

housing development have any impact on local demographics? Who are coming into Little Tokyo and 

who are moving out? Is Little Tokyo successful in keeping the Issei or it risks losing them? Are new 

market-rate housing developments only attractive to young professionals or elder people benefit from 

them as well? These are the principal questions the project is going to address in the following sections. 

The paper is organized as follows: the next section will introduce the methodology of the study as 

well as data sources and data processing steps. The third section will present the findings and answer the 

original questions above. It will also discuss data limitations and their influence on the analysis.  

2. Methodology 

1) Study Design 
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The study area is defined by boundaries mentioned at the beginning of the introduction, and 

comprises nine blocks in total. I started by looking up local demographic change between census years 

2000 and 2010. Comparing data of these two years is appropriate for the purpose of the project, since 

most of the market-rate units were developed during the decade while most of the affordable units were 

completed before 2000. Therefore, any demographic trend found through comparison would coincide 

with the wave of market-rate housing development and justify the correlation that would be drawn 

between them.  When looking at the demographic data, special attention was given to two age groups – 

one aged 65 or over, representing the elderly Japanese Americans, and the other aged between 25 and 44, 

representing young professionals. I used population data for comparison without differentiating races 

because no population data classified by both age and race is available in 2000 Census, which is one of 

the data limitations of the project. However, Asian is the dominant race in Little Tokyo in both 2000 and 

2010 – in fact the percentage of Asian population has even increased from 48.9% to 56.1% during the 

decade – and it has higher median age than any other race in 2010
6
. Therefore, it is not supposed to skew 

the results greatly if I use the overall population aged 65 or over to represent that of Japanese Americans 

of the same age group. Besides, both race-specific-only and age-specific-only data are available for 

comparison in the two census years, allowing the understanding of a more general demographic trend in 

the area. Another data limitation is that, although I wanted to compare the income levels among different 

age and race groups, the data is only available in 2000. I will resume the discussion of data limitations in 

the third section.  

Then, I proceed to examine if the emergence of market-rate housing projects has any impact on local 

demographic shift from 2000 to 2010. Our common sense informs us that market-rate units are more 

popular among young professionals (represented by the age group 25 to 44) – in fact they constitute the 

principle customer base anticipated by the developers of those projects – rather than by elderly Japanese 

Americans (represented by the age group 65 or over), because the former group usually have larger 

disposable income. If the above statement is true, it is reasonable for us to assume a higher concentration 
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of the younger age group in 2010 than in 2000 in areas where the share of market-rate units has increased 

between these two years. To express the assumption in mathematical terms, the ratio of younger group 

population to elder group population will increase if the ratio of market-rate units to affordable units 

grows. I used ArcGIS to help me test the assumption, and here are the steps: 

a) I created a layer, named it “2000”, added a basemap of “Streets” and inserted the 2010 

TIGER/Line® block shapefile of Los Angeles County. I then changed the symbol of the shapefile 

layer into “Hollow” with an outline color of Grey 50% and an outline width of 2.00. I copied and 

pasted the layer and renamed the new layer “2010”.  

b) I added the 2000 and 2010 population table data to their corresponding layer, which I collected by 

blocks from American FactFinder website. Since I wanted to join the population data to the block 

shapefile, I opened the Attribute Table of the block layer and found that a field named “GEOID10” 

was a unique identifier of blocks. Then I opened the population table, created a new field named 

“GEOID”, used Field Calculator to combine the block numbers and census tract numbers with the 

census code for Los Angeles County (“06037”), so that the “GEOID” would match 

the”GEOID10”.  

c) Before joining the population tables to the block layers, I calculated for both years the ratio of 

younger population to elder population of each block. For blocks with neither younger nor elder 

residents, I assigned the value of 0.000 to the ratio; for blocks with only younger residents and no 

elder residents, I assigned the value of 1.000. A special case happens with Block 2002, where in 

2000 it had 2 younger residents and 2 elder residents while in 2010 it had 1 younger and 0 elder. 

For the sake of comparison, I assigned the value of 0.000 to the first ratio and 1.000 to the second. 

After the data processing, I joined the two tables to the block shapefiles.  

d) The next step is to add housing data to each group layer. I did an inventory of the current housing 

stock in Little Tokyo and found out their completion years in order to determine the housing 

stock back in 2000. I also assigned to each housing project a block number consistent with the 

 Yi 4



census data, according to their street addresses, and then combined the rows that share the same 

block number. This is because the comparison is based on the unit of block. Another important 

information in the housing data is the amount of affordable and market-rate units of each block. 

For blocks without any residential unit, I kept them in the housing tables but attached the value of 

0 to market-rate units and the value of 1 to affordable units, so that the ratio between the two 

values, which would be calculated in the next step, ended up zero. If I hadn’t included every 

block in the tables, I would have had trouble symbolizing multiple attributes. 

e) Similar to how I dealt with the population data, I imported the housing data to their corresponding 

group layer. I added a field in each of the two housing tables to calculate the ratio of market-rate 

units to affordable units, before joining them to the block shapefile layers.  

f) Finally, I chose to symbolize on a single group layer two attributes – the ratio of younger 

population to elder population by color ramps and the ratio of market-rate units to affordable 

units by symbols. I set the background of symbols in no color so that both data layers can be seen 

on the map. The darker the color is, or the larger the symbol is, the higher ratio the symbolized 

block has.  

2) Data 

I obtained general demographic data in Census 2000 and 2010 from Esri Community Analyst Online. 

The study area was selected by drawing a polygon, since it is too small to be counted as a census 

geographic unit. For the purpose of the study, however, I was in need of data at even smaller scale. The 

smallest census geographic unit is block, due to privacy concerns. Therefore, I referred to the census 

block map to figure out the block numbers of all blocks in Little Tokyo and then went to the American 

FactFinder website for detailed population data. In fact, the arrangement of census blocks in 2010 

happened to be slightly different from that in 2000 – a tiny block was integrated into an adjacent large 

block in Census 2010 while it was separately counted in Census 2000. Considering the fact that the 
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Census website only provides the block shapefile for Los Angeles County in Census 2010, I chose to go 

with the 2010 arrangement and edited the 2000 data to conform to it.  

In terms of the housing data, I referred to downtownla.com and used its web tool called Downtown LA 

Home Selector. By choosing Little Tokyo as neighborhood, I got a list of housing information, including 

property names, street addresses, completion years, affordable units, market-rate units and so forth. The 

Little Tokyo Service Center website also contributed to the completeness of my housing inventory
7
. As 

mentioned in the previous section, I matched every residential project with a block number and then 

added up respectively the affordable and market-rate units that are located in the same block, in an effort 

to facilitate the mapping and comparison at the block level. 

3. Findings and Conclusion 

By comparing the demographic summaries in Census 2000 and 2010, I am able to answer one 

question raised in the introduction: who are coming into Little Tokyo and who are moving out? 

1) Among the three principle races in Little Tokyo, both Asian and White population has 

increased while only Black population has decreased. In addition, White population has a 

higher growth rate than Asian population; 

2) Although the total population’s median age is above 50, the number has slightly decreased 

from 2000 to 2010, suggesting that Little Tokyo is slowly growing younger, with the recent 

influx of working-aged people; 

3) Most Asian residents in Little Tokyo are seniors while most white residents are at working 

age; 

4) Although over half of households in Little Tokyo are occupied by one person, the net number 

and the percentage of family households have increased between the two census years. 
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To figure out whether these demographic changes have any correlation with the recent market-rate 

residential development, I used Esri ArcGIS to illustrate the residential distribution of age group 65 or 

over, representing elderly Japanese Americans, and age group 25 to 44, representing young professionals, 

and to mark out the housing stock in census years 2000 and 2010. Assuming that market-rate units are 

more attractive to the younger group than to the elder group, there should be higher concentration of the 

former group in blocks where the share of market-rate units went up. The GIS output is shown as the 

following: 
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The choropleth map layer shows the ratio of the younger group to the elder group. The darker the 

color, the more concentrated the younger group is in that block. The bold, italic numbers over the 

choropleth layer label out the ratio values of all the blocks. On the other hand, the underlined numbers 

over the house-shaped symbols label out the ratio of market-rate units to affordable units. The size of the 

symbol increases with the ratio it represents.  

If we look at the 2000 map, we can observe that the darkest block has in fact zero percentage of 

market-rate housing units. The only block with market-rate housing units is located on the southeast 

corner of the area. This is probably because the wave of market-rate housing development didn’t come 

yet, and that residents of both the two ages groups were distributed through self-selection.  

When we compare the two maps, we can find that wherever the house symbol becomes larger, the 

labeled population ratio increases dramatically. For example, the block in the middle of the study area 

with the darkest blue has the highest concentration of the younger population group, and holds the largest 

share of market-rate housing units in the meantime. If we turn back to 2000, however, we can see the 

absence of both market-rate units and the younger population. Once the market-rate residential projects 

came in the block, the ratio between the two age groups has climbed from zero to over twenty times.  

Therefore, the GIS results have proved the preliminary assumption that the market-rate housing 

developments during the past decade do correlate with local demographic changes, in which they 

contribute to the influx of an increasing young professionals to the area.  

A few data limitations exist that affect the accuracy of the conclusion. First, census demographic data 

that are both race- and age-specific are not available, probably due to the small size of the study area. 

Therefore, I could only use the total population aged 65 or over to represent the Japanese American 

seniors in question. Would the exact data be available, the conclusion should be more convincing. Second, 

income data are no longer included in Census 2010, making the comparison with the level in 2000 

impossible. I would have a more comprehensive understanding of the changing demographic profile in 

Little Tokyo with that information.  
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4. Appendix 

A. Little Tokyo Study Area Map 

Made with Esri Community Analyst. 

B. Comparison of Key Demographic Elements in Census 2010 – Little Tokyo vs. Los Angeles 

City 

 Little Tokyo Los Angeles City 

% of Asian 56.1% 11.3% 

% of Age 65+ 34.3% 10.5% 

Median Age (Asian Alone) 70.5 38.1 

Average Household Size 

(Householder is Asian Alone) 

1.29 2.55 

Compiled by the author. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2010 Summary File 1. 
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C. Comparison of Key Demographic and Income Elements within Little Tokyo – Census 2000 

vs. Census 2010 

 Census 2000 Census 2010 

Number Percent Number Percent 

Total Population 1041 1701 

Asian 508 48.9% 955 56.1% 

Black or African American 270 26.0% 284 16.7% 

White 126 12.1% 278 16.3% 

Median Age 53.6 52.7 

Asian Median Age N/A 70.5 

Black or African American N/A 50.3 

White N/A 38.1 

Age 65+ 386 37.0% 583 34.3% 

Age 25 – 44  110 10.5% 294 17.3% 

Households with 1 Person 576 80.0% 763 68.5% 

Family Households 121 16.8% 268 24.1% 
Compiled by the author. Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary File 1 and 3; Census 2010 Summary File 1.  

 

D. Housing Inventory within Little Tokyo 

Item Completion 

Year 

Total Units Affordable 

Units 

Market-

Rate Units 

% of 

Affordable 

Units 

Little Tokyo Towers 1975 300 300 0 100.0% 

Tokyo Villas 1985 167 38 129 22.8% 

Miyako Gardens 1990 145 145 0 100.0% 

Casa Heiwa 1996 100 100 0 100.0% 

San Pedro Firm Building 1998 44 44 0 100.0% 

Far East Building 2004 16 16 0 100.0% 

Hikari 2006 128 26 102 20.3% 

Teramachi Homes 2007 127 0 127 0.0% 

Sakura Crossing 2009 230 46 184 20.0% 

Summary 

Census Year 2000 756 627 129 82.9% 

Census Year 2010 1257 715 542 56.9% 
Compiled by the author. Source: downtownla.com, Downtown LA Home Selector. 

http://www.downtownla.com/1_02_homeSelector_results.asp?SearchType=NEIGHBORHOOD&keywords=Little+Tokyo&x=29

&y=10; Little Tokyo Service Center, Housing Portfolio. http://ltsc.org/index.php/ltsc-programs/real-estate-development/housing-

portfolio-. 
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