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Forming the Basis of a Sustainable Neighborhoods Initiative

By Jay Powell / Part One of a Two Part Series

As things stand now Kevin Faulconer, a two term City Councilman, appears to be the choice of establishment
Republicans, while Nathan Fletcher, former State Assemblyman and David Alvarez, City Councilman, will be

vying for the support of the Democratic Party faithful.

Questions still remain about IF other credible candidates will throw their hat in ring in the days remaining to
declare and file as candidates for this accelerated special election.

While we hold our breath, I suggest that those of us who have embraced a platform that was characterized as

“neighborhoods first” during the last Mayoral election take the initiative to define what we mean by that phrase.

In fact, I suggest that we begin that dialogue in the San Diego Free Press and on the airwaves of the new
community radio station, KNSJ to engage other like-minded advocates and activists to define this concept
before the candidates and their handlers define it for us.
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What follows is my own synthesis of challenges and opportunities for your consideration that could help shape

the dialogue over the next several weeks and possibly months.

These could form the basis of a “sustainable neighborhoods initiative” for our next Mayor to make the City of
San Diego a leader in helping create a livable, sustainable and equitable, bi-national region through intensive

public participation at a neighborhood level.

Regardless of who is elected, the core principles, goals and objectives will need to be reasserted and advocated
for in the face of the usual special interests that will be very vocal and active during and after the election.

These opportunities are accompanied by brief description of potential challenges.

A formal Sustainable Neighborhoods Initiative led through the Office of the Mayor could enhance and implement

the City’s General Plan Vision for a City of Villages by building on the potential of neighborhood leaders working
in cooperation with other stakeholders and decision-makers to achieve vibrant, livable, sustainable, quality

neighborhoods in each of the recognized community planning areas.

The Mayor would engage community and neighborhood leaders and community-based organizations in the San
Diego-Tijuana region to advocate and carry out local initiatives that demonstrate how the region can respond to

economic and environmental challenges at a neighborhood level, while helping build  more self sufficient, resilient 
and productive communities.

In a recent proposal to advance equity in San Diego the Environmental Health Coalition noted that “rising

inequality in the US is an underlying factor in both our social fragmentation and economic under performance. 
The San Diego/Tijuana region is at a crossroads with imperatives of equity coupled with strategies to shore up
the economy and quality of life.”

It was noted that data is abundant regarding conditions in San Diego’s under served and most impacted

neighborhoods.  What is needed is to use this information as the basis for policy changes to provide investments
for the improvement of these communities and neighborhoods and to measure the results in the areas of

economic success and environmental protection.

Newer portions of the city have benefitted from Facilities Benefit Assessments (FBA’s) and other financing
mechanisms to put in place quality facilities.  Some older areas have benefitted from creation of redevelopment

districts and special maintenance districts.  With the loss of redevelopment funding, these areas are increasingly
vulnerable to a reversal of hard won improvements in economic and environmental conditions.

We need to direct more resources to those areas that have consistently been underfunded over the last three or
more decades to ensure equity and opportunity for residents to contribute to their neighborhoods, their

communities and the health and welfare of the San Diego-Tijuana region.

The Challenge of Climate Change

http://reinventingthegeneralplan.org/models/san-diego/
http://www.environmentalhealth.org/index.php/en/
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:R7nPa_0id60J:www.sandiego.gov/facilitiesfinancing/pdf/plans/fy13/phrplanelements.pdf+&cd=2&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
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The effects of climate change present challenges as well as

opportunities for the region to work in cooperation to protect the environment while expanding the economic

health of all residents.

Communities and neighborhoods can be key implementers of a City-wide Climate Action Plan that addresses

energy, transportation, waste and land use (including local food generation) in a coordinated manner.  The

challenge can be met on a neighborhood by neighborhood, community-based approach to achieving
measureable objectives for saving energy and water, generating renewable energy, reducing green house gases

and solid waste generation through less dependence on fossil fueled automobiles and aggressive reuse and

recycling strategies.

Neighborhoods that work together to achieve or surpass these objectives should be rewarded with additional

resources by the City.  All of these neighborhood driven initiatives will recognize the positive economic multiplier

effect of creating local, livable wage jobs.

The following is an admittedly dense, literal outline of four areas for consideration by voters and Mayoral

candidates in setting forth an agenda for the next seven years and future of San Diego.  I welcome your

consideration and comment in this forum and hopefully in future Mayoral candidate forums.

1.  Open Government.  

Open government implies not only transparency, but active engagement.  The latter is different from “outreach”
which very often is a symbolic effort.  Active engagement requires identifying and promoting an informed and

active network of un-incorporated and incorporated public interest non profits and community-based

organizations.  Walking the talk, taking “neighborhoods first”  from rhetoric to reality.

Let’s translate what we know we did not like in the first “strong Mayor” administration and the shortfalls in the

brief Mayor Filner administration to what we define as successful open government and how we would measure

and achieve accountability ( eg., responsiveness to requests for information and openness to hear other views;

appointments to Boards, Commissions and Task Groups) so that previous pledges to bring others to be at the
table are reinforced and realized.

2.  Environmental Quality and Managed Growth.    

One of the key areas for achievement and that could help structure a Mayoral administration in this area is the
framework for the Climate Action Plan (CAP) that is under review to help the City meet State of California

http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:ymz02D6sHQ8J:www.sandiego.gov/environmental-services/pdf/sustainable/100401ActionPlan.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
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mandates.   CAP has been characterized as the mitigation document for the 2008 General Plan which is the
City’s “Constitution for Development”.   The areas identified in the CAP approximate some of the elements of

that General Plan.  A draft document is awaiting finalization.  CAP  has four main areas :  Energy, Transportation,
Land Use (and Local Food System),  Waste (Reduction).

A. Energy.

Opportunities:  Cover all City-owned and City-leased buildings and parking lots and City related (eg, Housing
Commission, Water and Waste water treatment facilities ) and funded properties and projects with solar

photovoltaics to maximum extent feasible.

Set forth local clean energy (roof top and parking lot solar and
energy efficiency) and carbon use goals and metrics by community planning area and within each community by

identifiable neighborhood.

Promote local clean energy financing programs and districts, Community Clean Power options already in place in
other regions such as Marin and Sonoma Counties to give utility customers real choices, promote potential

neighborhood micro-energy districts and cooperatives in conjunction with EcoDistricts being piloted in North

Park and Pacific Beach.   Quantify and highlight the savings to consumers, fossil energy and carbon reductions

and the local jobs (by community) to be created and the economic multipliers from these local investments.

Review franchise agreements coming up for use of public right of way by SDGE and/or other community-

accountable utilities to ensure policies that promote energy efficiency and local solar generation.

Challenges:   Entrenched regulated monopoly in charge of all aspects of energy production and distribution.

  SDGE and the Public Utilities Commission (PUC) currently in a symbiotic relationship that is inhibiting full

realization of energy efficiency and local solar.  California Energy Commission (CEC) at the state level is still
supporting siting of large centralized power plants which endanger environmental quality, open space.

B. Transportation.

http://www.sonomacleanpower.org/app_pages/view/12
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distributed_generation
http://northparkecodistrict.com/
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Opportunities:   The Mayor and Council President are two

key representatives to SANDAG.  City appointments to the Transportation Committee are critical.  SANDAG

has consolidated Regional Transportation Plan (RTP) and Regional Land Use plans into one review process.  
The Regional Transportation Improvement Program (RTIP) is reviewed for updates annually.  The City of San

Diego has a 40% weighted vote.  We can identify other allies committed to carrying out a progressive shift to

accelerate active transportation and transit projects, and scale back highway expansion projects.  SANDAG

majority vote can shift TRANSNET (Transportation Sales Tax) funding to active transportation, transit and
transit operations (eg, help pay for operations).

Implement pilot program for “kids ride free” (under preschool age with parents ride free, primary and secondary

school age ride free, reduced rates to secondary and college students).

As an example and in recognition of the current San Diego Free Press focus on City Heights and environs, here

are some Mid-City priorities:

Complete the CenterLine BRT stations and system with routes to key job centers north and south and SR

94 interchange to downtown; stations to be connected to adjacent neighborhoods and economic
development business sites and parking centers.

Complete the CenterLine bike route into Mission Valley and through Mid City communities; make

walkability and safety improvements identified by California Endowment sponsored Healthy Communities,

Built Environment Team.

Challenges:  SANDAG’s current RTP still front loads expenditures on automobile highway facilities projects.

 C.   Land Use and Local Food System. 

Areas of Opportunity:

Managed Growth  and Open Space Protection: 

Accelerate updates to Community Plans and properly implement City policies and ordinances and protections in

all Community Plans and in “Proposition A Lands” (open space lands that require voter approval to develop at

http://www.sandag.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regional_Transportation_Plan
http://www.sandag.org/index.asp?classid=12&fuseaction=home.classhome
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urban intensities).

Put special priority on maximizing amount of land actually dedicated to open space through legislation similar to

that sponsored by State Senator Kehoe in 2012. Less than half of 10,000 acres identified as eligible under the

Kehoe bill was included in staff recommendation in October 2012.  Identify status of open space acquisition

funds including franchise fees and the fund established by Prop C in 1996 and funds to be provided as part of

voter approvals of development in the Future Urbanizing Area.

Identify funding and develop potential for appropriate urban forestry greening in public right of way and open

space that helps achieve water quality and carbon absorption goals.

Restore and revise the role and responsibilities of the Planning Commission to complement a “Department of

Planning and Sustainability”.

Recreation:   Enforce and ensure that joint use facilities such as those provided with Schools are open to use by

neighborhoods.  Encourage and support neighborhood group “ownership” and stewardship of these facilities to
include potential operation by capable, accountable community-based organizations.

Local Food Production:   Investigate the potential to use appropriate, non sensitive open space or other City-

owned land for community farms such as the New Roots Community Farm.

Community Plan Updates:  Restore funding and commitment to complete community plan updates. These

updates need to be more fully integrated with neighborhood and community based Capital Improvement

Program (CIP) priorities including neighborhood infrastructure priorities that are compatible with Climate Action
Plan goals.

Livable Neighborhoods Program:  Evaluate and reinstate mid-90’s Livable Neighborhoods program, placing

City staff in communities to meet with community leaders to help them define priorities and implement projects

with them not “for” them. Staff is more responsive to community input for implementation of improvements and

maintenance.

Infrastructure Deficiencies:  Create a “21st Century Neighborhood Revitalization Initiative” model for San

Diego jurisdictions that takes into account Climate Action Plan recommendations and builds for the 21st Century

(not just repairs to outdated infrastructure).   Integrate infrastructure improvements with affordable housing

finance assistance and restore funding sources such as Transit Occupancy Tax (TOT) funds for the Housing
Trust Fund.

Foster a “Neighborhood Infrastructure Repair , Restoration and Maintenance Program” that has at its heart the

prioritization and implementation by responsible and community-accountable organizations. The principles are

self-determination and building capacity of community-based non-profits to take over more responsibilities to

carry out local, neighborhood repairs, improvements and maintenance while creating local, well paying jobs.

Challenges:   Development Services Department (DSD) dependence on fees induces processing of
inappropriate development.  Attempts to circumvent the 1985 Managed Growth Initiative, both of the

controversial Sunroad developments and the CenterPoint development are just the few we know of that were

permitted during the Sanders administration. Lack of coordination in North City Future Urbanizing area provides

for urban sprawl impacts from adjacent County unincorporated areas.

http://www.sdhc.org/uploadedFiles/Real_Estate/05.30.13%20Affordable%20Housing%20Fund.pdf
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Perpetuation of practices and preferences for downtown reinvestment via new Civic San Diego.  Recognize that
the downtown/CCDC area has been sufficiently stimulated and need to not be given preferences over other

communities in processing and funding.

California Energy Commission (CEC) has only temporarily suspended review of siting the Quail Brush power

plant on designated open space next to Mission Trails Park and the proposal to develop a huge 800 Megawatt,

fossil-fueled ”North City Energy Center” in University City which threatens open space was withdrawn by the

Sanders Administration but is no doubt sitting in the wings.

D.  Waste (Reduction).

Opportunities:  Provide incentives for increase in volume of

recyclable materials from commercial and residential waste generators.  Set forth community goals and metrics

and include rewards for waste reduction and recycling at or beyond goals (recognize the nexus of costs imposed

by waste in collection, absorbing land and transport of waste and export of funds from San Diego).

Challenges:  Just approved expansion of Sycamore Canyon landfill without sufficient incentives to reduce waste

stream to this facility.  Revision or repeal of “Peoples Ordinance” which requires free pickup of unlimited amount

of trash and garbage.

3. International Commerce
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Recognize and enhance economic potential of the three key ports of entry:

at the US Mexico Border,   in San Diego Bay,  and at Lindbergh Field to emphasize San Diego-Tijuana Region

geography and attractiveness as an international center of trade and commerce.

Opportunities:  Make transit for pedestrians, public transit and commerce at US Mexico Border more efficient. 

Work with Tijuana and Baja California  to improve and provide bilingual signage at border and within areas of

Tijuana and San Diego to better promote Baja California and San Diego as regional tourist and visitor

destinations.   Identify other niche markets for San Diego Bay working waterfront commerce.  Improve goods

movement while respecting and protecting environment in adjacent communities.  Promote cleaner fuels and

emission controls on all goods movement carriers.  Investigate potential of separating air transport of goods from
passengers.

Challenges:  Federal laws and programs; competition with other ports;  restrictions for sharing or use of other

airport sites.  Ensuring proper goods movement routes and reduced pollution from trucks.

4.  Economic and Employment Development.

Opportunities:   Expand recommendations from the City

Council Committee on Economic Development Strategy by actively involving community-based non profits in the
creation and promotion of enterprises to train and employ lower income residents to accomplish sustainable
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neighborhood goals.  Actively promote Federal and local, community hire and contracting requirements in all

projects that include City funding.

The principle is to achieve a multiplier effect of the investment of public funds in housing, infrastructure, and

neighborhood improvement projects through establishment of neighborhood improvement cooperations and

enterprises that derive their priorities from the communities they serve and provide training and jobs and business

opportunities to residents of those communities.  Expand and enhance connections to community colleges and

labor council and Veterans agencies and organizations for training and placement in energy efficiency and local
solar production jobs.

Rebuilding of neighborhood infrastructure such as sidewalks, lighting, and new active transportation and transit

improvements should employ residents of those communities and contract for goods and services within those

communities.

The requirements of AB 32 for Green House Gas reductions and the recommendations of the Climate Change

Task Force should be evaluated for job production potential, goals and incentive programs.

Challenges: Entrenched macro-employer centric programs and funding subsidies versus more emphasis on local

and micro business development, especially in enterprises that will achieve sustainable neighborhoods. Proposals

to subsidize a new football stadium and/or sports complex,  an infrastructure bond which is designed to backfill

inadequate capital facilities that were funded through insufficient facilities benefit assessments (FBAs) and the

essentially permanent allocation of transient occupancy taxes to an independent, non-accountable “Tourism

Marketing District” all constitute threats to needed investments in under-served and under-funded communities.

Up Next, Part Two: Funding for 21st Century Infrastructure 

________________

Jay Powell is retired from 20 years work with the City Heights Community Development Corporation.

He previously served with environmental organizations locally and in the Bay Area.  He currently is

promoting cooperations to achieve local clean energy and managed growth policies and projects.
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