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VBBC 

 

A Coalition dedicated to 

preserving free expression 

in the Free Speech Zone on 

Venice Beach Boardwalk, 

Los Angeles, California  

VENICE BEACH 

BOARDWALK 

COALITION 

PRESERVING FREE SPEECH 
@ VENICE BEACH 

     Venice Beach Boardwalk is a world-

renowned tourist destination attracting  

hundreds of thousands of visitors every year.   

A big part of the attraction is the Free 

Speech Zone (FSZ), a First Amendment      

protected public forum on the west side of     

Venice boardwalk where artists, activists, 

authors, churches, nonprofits, musicians,     

performers, poets, politicos and other free 

expressionists gather.   

     Tragically, owing to the permit/lottery 

scheme imposed on the FSZ by the City of 

Los Angeles, commercial vending, that is not 

protected by the First Amendment, is being 

allowed to proliferate in the FSZ, squeezing 

out free expression and unfairly competing 

with the merchants, who rent high-priced 

stores on the east side of the boardwalk. 

 IF THIS IS ALLOWED TO CONTINUE,  

THE FREE SPEECH ZONE WILL BE  

TRANSFORMED FROM A PUBLIC FORUM INTO 

A COMMERCIAL ZONE, CONTROLLED BY  

PRIVATE COMMERCIAL INTERESTS. 
 

     The Venice Beach Boardwalk Coalition 

(VBBC) is a growing collective of concerned 

citizens who have come together to address 

these important issues and demand that First 

Amendment standards be fully restored in 

the Free Speech Zone on Venice boardwalk. 
 

http://vbbc.wordpress.com 

THE FREE SPEECH ZONE 
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THE BATTLE TO SAVE FREE  

SPEECH ON VENICE BEACH  

The battle for Free Speech on Venice Beach has 
been waged, on and off, since 1991, when a law-
suit, Alliance for Survival v. City of Los Angeles, 
claiming violations of 1st Amendment rights, was 
filed by the ACLU. This lawsuit successfully estab-
lished 1st Amendment protected vending for non-
profits and churches in what came to be known as 
the “Free Speech Zone” (FSZ) on the west side of 
Venice boardwalk. Then, in 1997, Perry v. LAPD, 
US 9th Cir Appeals won1st Amendment protection 
for street artists/performers to sell their CDs, ban-
ners, T-shirts and buttons in the FSZ. 
 
From 1995 to 2005, a span of ten years, the con-
ditions in the FSZ deteriorated. Many „vendors‟ 
appeared with false documents claiming affiliation 
to churches and other nonprofit entities;  others 
claimed religious ideology by placing crosses and 
religious symbols on pieces of cheap, mass-
produced jewelry (actions condoned by LAPD, 
Rec. & Parks, and the City Attorney).   
 

As a result, unprotected commercial vending pro-
liferated in the guise of 1st Amendment activities, 
leading to ruthless competition for space and loca-
tion. Many of the original Free Speech activities 
such as those operated by nonprofit organiza-
tions, churches and political activists were 
squeezed out in a hostile takeover by ruth-
less commercial vendors looking for a profit. 
 

The City‟s response to the ensuing „space war‟ 
was to impose a permit/lottery scheme into LAMC 
42.15, in 2005, in an attempt to control the situa-
tion.  As a result of offensive enforcement proce-
dures and blatant 1st Amendment violations exe-
cuted by LAPD officers, four lawsuits were filed 
against the City from 2005 to 2007.  The ultimate 
cost of which now approaches $1 million in dam-
ages and attorneys‟ fees paid out by the City. 

LEGAL NOTES 
 

 “While the right to conduct expressive activities 
in such areas as streets, parks, and sidewalks 
is reinforced by their traditional use for pur-
poses of assembly,” Hague v. CIO, (1939) 
(opinion of Roberts, J., joined by Black, J.), 
“that right ultimately rests on the principle that 
"one who is rightfully on a street which the 
state has left open to the public carries with 
him there as elsewhere the constitutional right 
to express his views in an orderly fashion."  

 
 “Every citizen lawfully present in a public place 

has a right to engage in peaceable and orderly 
expression that is not incompatible with the 
primary activity of the place in question…” 
Jamison v. Texas, (1943).  

 
 “M]usic, buttons, and bumper stickers bearing 

political, religious, and ideological  messages.. 
are expressive items, and they do not lose 
their constitutional protection simply because 
they are sold rather than given away." Harry  
Perry v LAPD. (9th Cir. 1997) 

 
 “Visual art is...entitled to full First Amendment 

protection" even if the art is sold. Bery v. City 
of New York, (2" Cir. 1996).  

 
 “Charitable solicitation and fundraising by the 

sale of merchandise bearing the group's mes-
sage are also fully protected speech.” Gaudiya 
Vaishnava Soc. v. City and County of San 
Francisco, (9th Cir. 1990). 

 
 Any law regulating core expression must con-

tain "narrow, objective and definite standards," 
so as not to vest broad discretionary authority 
in any government official. Forsyth County v. 
Nationalist Movement  (1992)  

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
 

Question:   
Is ALL vending in the FSZ protected by the First 
Amendment? 
 

Answer: 
No, not all vending is protected—only those items 
with an ideological, philosophical, political or religious   
message “inextricably intertwined” ie. CDs, buttons, 
bumper stickers, T-shirts, CDs, books, photography, 
art, etc., that are created by the vendor. 

Question: 
What is “unprotected” vending? 
Answer: 
Unprotected vending is vending not protected by the 
1st Amendment. Some examples would be:  the sale 
of wholesale manufactured goods with no intrinsic 
message “inextricably intertwined” within the item e.g. 
mass-produced: jewelry, photography, art reproduc-
tions, clothing, etc. Also, selling someone else‟s art, 
photography, etc. Unprotected vending in the FSZ  is 
illegal and unconstitutional. It dilutes and pollutes the 
meaning of the 1st Amendment with commercialism, 
opening the door for the privatization of public space. 
 

More info at: http://vbbc.wordpress.com 
 


