
 
 

AGENDA 
SAN DIEGUITO RIVER VALLEY REGIONAL OPEN SPACE PARK  

CITIZENS ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
 

10:30 a.m. to 12:15 p.m. 
Friday, April 4, 2014 

 
Location: San Rafael Parish,  
Pastoral Center, Rooms D&E 

(The Pastoral Center building is located on the south side of the parking lot) 
17252 Bernardo Center Drive, Rancho Bernardo 

(north of Rancho Bernardo Drive) 
 

In order to conduct the meetings effectively, the Chair has asked the Citizens 
Advisory Committee appointees to please sit at the front of the room.  
Alternates (who are not sitting in for the regular appointee) and others present 
are invited to sit in the rows behind the committee.  Discussion during the 
meeting will be conducted by the appointees.  Alternates and others are 
welcome to address the committee during the public comment period or if 
recognized by the Chair during the meeting.  Speaker slips are available.  It is 
important that CAC members comply with the Chair's Meeting Procedures and 
maintain decorum and politeness at all times.  A quorum is a simple majority of 
current members.  The Chair cannot start the meeting until a quorum is 
present.  PLEASE ARRIVE BY 10:25 A.M! The CAC may take action on 
any item listed on the Consent or Discussion/Action agenda, but only when a 
quorum is present.  If a quorum is temporarily lost during the meeting, no 
further discussion will take place until the quorum is regained.  If the quorum is 
not regained, the meeting will be adjourned.  Please advise the Chair at the 
beginning of the meeting if you must leave before 12:15 p.m. 
 
NOTICE: Agenda packets are distributed by e-mail only.  If you do not have an 
e-mail address, please contact the office at 858 674-2270 to make alternative 
arrangements. 
 
Roll Call and Introductions Chair 
 Late arrivals should speak to staff to make sure their attendance is noted. 

Approval of February 7, 2014 Minutes 

Chair's Report Chair 

Executive Director’s Report Staff 

Public Comment Public
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DISCUSSION/ACTION 
 

1. Committee Reports  

a. Project Review Committee 

i. St. John Garabed Church (page 3)

b. Trails Committee 

2. Proposed Removal/Elimination of Lagoon Boardwalk (page 26)

 

INFORMATION 

3. SANDAG “W-19” Wetland Restoration at the San Dieguito Lagoon (oral 
presentation – graphic attached) (page 30)

4. Park Project Status  

a. Ranger Maintenance Building 

b. Lagoon Open Air Classroom 

c. Sikes Adobe Creamery 

5. Communications An opportunity for any CAC member or the public to bring to 
the CAC's attention a project or activity not reviewed by the Project Review 
Committee in their reports. 

6. Attachments 
 
Adjournment Chair 
 
If you have any questions, please call Dick Bobertz at (858) 674-2270. 
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: 

TO:  CAC 
 
FROM: Project Review Committee and JPA staff 
 
SUBJECT: St. John Garabed Church Project  

Comments on Draft EIR   
 
 
PRC RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Request that JPA send Draft EIR comment letter to include issues raised in this report 
and other comments determined appropriate by CAC. 
 
 
 
SITUATION: 
 
A. Background 
 
The St. John Garabed Church project (project) is proposed on a 13.4-acre site on El 
Camino Real approximately ½ mile east of Interstate 5 within the San Dieguito River 
Park’s Focused Planning Area (FPA) (Landscape Unit B) adjacent to Gonzales Canyon 
and the San Dieguito lagoon wetland restoration project (Attachments 1 and 2). The site 
is directly behind (east of) the recently-built Formosan Church and just north of the 
Stallions Crossing residential development. The project consists of a 350-seat church and 
three additional buildings totaling 51,680 square feet on a mesa overlooking the Gonzales 
Canyon open space corridor that connects to the San Dieguito Lagoon.  
 
A Draft EIR for the project has been circulated for public review and comments on the 
EIR are due by April 15, 2014. The project and EIR will be considered by the JPA Board 
at their April 18th meeting, although an EIR comment letter will be submitted to the City 
by JPA staff by the public review deadline. 
 
A church is an allowed use in the project site zone (AR-1-1) with a Conditional Use 
Permit (CUP). The site is in Subarea II of the North City Future Urbanizing Area, and 
requires a coastal permit from the Coastal Commission because Subarea II does not have 
a subarea plan and is considered a “deferral area”.  
 
The church structure is 93 feet in height including a 50-foot tall dome. This is equivalent 
to a 9-story structure, much taller than the surrounding development (the tallest approved 
structure in the area is the Formosan church next door at 45 feet). The church itself 
represents approximately 11 percent of the total building area. The other three structures 
consist of an 18,090 sf multi-purpose hall (2 story, 40 feet tall), an 11,010 sf education 
facility with 10 classrooms (2 story, less than 30 feet), and a 13,840 sf youth recreational 
facility (less than 30 feet). 
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B. Issues 
 
The PRC has spent considerable effort reviewing this project beginning in June 2011 
when the JPA first became aware of the project. The project has been before the PRC on 
several occasions where PRC members and project representatives conducted site visits 
and reviewed and discussed the project design.  In addition, three comment letters 
submitted between 2011 and 2013 raised concerns about the project design (Attachment 
3). Despite requests from JPA staff and the PRC to modify the project’s design to address 
issues raised (see below) the project has proceeded largely as originally proposed.  
 
The project site is at the western edge of the San Dieguito River Park Concept Plan’s 
Landscape Unit B (Gonzales and La Zanja Canyons) near the San Dieguito lagoon 
wetland restoration project and includes land in Gonzales Canyon. Much of the site is 
within the City’s Multiple Habitat Preserve Area (MHPA) because it is a wildlife 
corridor. The special design considerations in the SDRP Concept Plan most relevant to 
this site include: 
 

 Future development proposals within this area shall include the dedication of 
open space corridors consistent with the intent of the SDRP. These open space 
corridors, which would be provided within La Zanja and Gonzales Canyons, 
should be of adequate size to accommodate both wildlife and human movement.  

 
 Adequate measures should be taken by the development to ensure the 

preservation of existing sensitive habitat or where necessary, native habitat within 
the areas should be restored in order to ensure functional open space linkages 
between the San Dieguito River Park and open space areas to the south. 

 
 Development on the adjacent ridges should be set back from the top of slope in 

order to reduce its visibility from the FPA, as well as to provide for an upland 
transition area that will serve to buffer the development from the adjoining natural 
habitat. 

 
 Future development within Gonzales Canyon shall conform to the Implementing 

Principles for Development adjacent to Significant Natural Areas (4.10a-4/10o), 
as outlined in the North City FUA Framework Plan. 

 
The Environmental Tier in the NCFUA Framework Plan is an open space system similar 
in both intent and area to the MSCP Preserve area. The relevant Framework Plan 
implementing principles “apply to development adjacent to significant natural areas such 
as the environmental tier and the San Dieguito River Valley FPA” and include: 
 
4.10i – Development adjacent to ridges and bluffs shall minimize visual impacts to these 
topographic features through setbacks and landscaping, especially near major canyons or 
valleys. 
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4.10l – Structures located within the view of the park (SDRP), if within 200 feet 
vertically and 50 feet horizontally of a ridgeline, shall be set back and be low in profile so 
as not to be visually prominent from the future park. 
 
4.10n – All exterior lighting shall be low-sodium type with horizontal cut-off and shall be 
shielded downward such that the light would not be visible to the adjacent properties and 
the proposed park. 
 
5.2d – Because of the importance of continuous open space that provides for plant and 
animal movement, portions of the environmental tier may not be eliminated based solely 
on an absence of sensitive resources within the area designated.  
 
5.4c – Wildlife corridors shall be the width required to provide for a continuous space in 
which animals can move without fear, undisturbed by lighting, noise and intense human 
activity.  
 
The issues raised multiple times by the PRC regarding the project’s impacts are: 
 
Impacts to MSCP Gonzales Canyon Wildlife Corridor: 
 
The proposed development is proposed on a mesa top above the Gonzales Canyon 
drainage floodplain and includes a mitigation plan to preserve and restore the habitat area 
(drainage) that leads to the new wildlife culvert undercrossing at El Camino Real. The 
proposed mitigation will improve and restore the native vegetation including riparian 
wetlands along the drainage (Attachment 4). However, the project buildings are proposed 
on the edge of the mesa top directly adjacent to this wildlife corridor. The project sits at 
the edge of the existing slope (i.e., the mesa) above the Gonzales Canyon open space and 
the closest structure would sit approximately 20 feet from the slope. Attachments 1 and 5 
illustrate the project’s location in context with the surrounding uses and future projects. 
Along with the drainage area itself, the northern portion of the mesa is part of the MSCP 
Preserve Area and identified as an Environmental Tier in the NCFUA Framework Plan 
(see below). The adjacent open space (recently dedicated to the City as MSCP Preserve 
as a condition of the Rancho Valley Farms project) includes wetlands and a pond that 
attracts wildlife as they pass through Gonzales Canyon and into the lagoon area. 
 
The proposed development will encroach into the MSCP Preserve area, which will 
require an MSCP “boundary adjustment” to accommodate the development.  Because a 
majority of the project site is within the MSCP Preserve area (82% of the project site – 
the majority in the floodplain below the mesa), a 25% development encroachment into 
the Preserve area is allowed per the MSCP. This “encroachment allowance” provides the 
project with the ability to develop 3.35 acres of the Preserve (in addition to area outside 
the MSCP Preserve). However, the project is also proposing to encroach an additional 
0.88 acre into the Preserve for a total of 4.23 acres of development within the MSCP 
Preserve. This additional encroachment does not seem justified nor is it sensitive to the 
value of this area as a wildlife movement corridor and as a visually important component 
of the river valley landscape. As an alternative, the church and associated buildings could 
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be reduced in size and moved back from the mesa edge to reduce the impact to the 
corridor. Statements made in the Draft EIR regarding the necessity to build at the 
magnitude proposed are unsupported. 
 

 The Gonzales Canyon wildlife corridor identified in the City’s MSCP and the 
SDRP Concept Plan comes out of Gonzales Canyon from the southeast and 
connects to the broad floodplain of the San Dieguito River Valley. Evidence of 
high wildlife use of this corridor has been collected from recent camera trap 
images (on the adjacent property) by the San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy. 
Mammals including bobcat, coyote, and mule deer, as well as numerous smaller 
species, use this corridor. The importance and high use of this corridor is not 
adequately documented in the Draft EIR. 
 

 The proposed project site plan includes a 93-foot-tall church located 20 feet from 
the edge of the mesa overlooking the MSCP wildlife corridor. The function and 
use of this wildlife corridor has become more important as the lagoon has been 
restored, as open space has been set aside and restored to native habitat as a result 
of adjacent projects (Rancho Valley Farms and Formosan Church), and as an 
improved wildlife undercrossing was constructed under El Camino Real as a safe 
crossing of this busy roadway.  

 
 The proposed development should be designed to minimize its impact on the 

function of the wildlife corridor by locating tall buildings further from the mesa 
edge. Currently as designed the project does not provide a buffer between 
development and wildlife habitat and will introduce light, noise, and human 
activity, potentially intimidating the wildlife moving through the area. The project 
should set the buildings further back from the mesa edge to provide the necessary 
buffer from the open space as intended by the MSCP and Environmental Tier.  
 

 The proposed project entrance off El Camino Real would also be located within 
the MSCP Preserve approximately 400 feet north of the Formosan Church 
entrance driveway. This access will isolate the habitat mitigation site that was 
required for the adjacent church and will shine automobile lights, and add noise 
directly adjacent to the wildlife corridor particularly at night when animals move 
through the area. Although lights and noise from El Camino Real pass by the 
open space, the access road will bring cars directly into the Preserve area. The 
Draft EIR does not adequately address this issue. 
 

 Human activity areas (plazas and parking areas) are also proposed directly 
adjacent to the open space (at the edge of the mesa top overlooking the corridor). 
Exterior lights would exist within the plazas, parking areas, and access road 
directly adjacent to the native habitat and wildlife corridor.  These potential edge 
effects are not adequately analyzed in the DEIR and the conclusion that impacts 
would be insignificant is not supported with substantial evidence. 
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 The subject project would consist of four large high-activity buildings with a 
circulation system adjacent to the open space. The buildings range from 28 to 40 
feet in height and the church structure, closest to the wildlife corridor, would be 
93 feet in height (equivalent to a 9-story structure). Human encroachment 
including lights and noise from human activity and vehicles will impact the 
corridor’s function unless an adequate buffer is provided. 
 
 

Draft EIR Analysis 
 
The Draft EIR does not sufficiently recognize the importance of the wildlife corridor or 
the diversity of species that currently move through the area and claims “the project 
would have a beneficial impact on the habitat linkage within Gonzales Canyon” while 
dismissing its impacts. It states that “the habitat on the site currently provides relatively 
few resources for wildlife due to the lack of cover and structural diversity” (page 5.4-11). 
This is contrary to recent evidence of a heavily used corridor. Although the proposed 
mitigation plan would improve the habitat, the new human use adjacent to the corridor 
would impact its function. The proposed buildings could be reduced in size and moved 
further away from the mesa edge to provide a buffer. The EIR does not adequately 
explain why the project couldn’t be built on a smaller footprint to provide an adequate 
buffer. 
 
The EIR does not acknowledge that native habitat on the project site in the wildlife 
corridor was recently mowed and disked without authorization and claims that Gonzales 
Canyon has “currently no cover or foraging opportunities for wildlife”. The impact took 
place in May or June of 2013 under the current ownership where sensitive native habitat 
was destroyed during the nesting season. The EIR does not acknowledge the impact of 
the project on the corridor itself and only promotes the benefits of the mitigation plan 
(page 5.1-72 and 73). The access entrance drive is only discussed in the context of a 
location further into the MHPA Preserve that had been previously considered by the 
project proponent and subsequently rejected. The EIR dismisses impacts of the access 
road by promoting it as better than what had been considered previously (page 5.1-72). 
CEQA requires that the analysis be based on the impacts of a proposed project on the 
existing condition and setting, not compared to an earlier design. Typically, the existing 
condition is defined as when the notice of preparation is published (in this case, July 
2013). The most sensitive portion of the project site, where mature vegetation offered 
cover for wildlife species, was mowed and disked in May or June 2013, just prior to the 
release of the NOP. Furthermore, the project’s mitigation is partially on this area that 
until recently was native habitat.  
 

 The EIR concludes that “the area in the lower portion within Gonzales Canyon is 
unaffected by the take and management will be unaffected” (page 5.1-73) with no 
substantive evidence or analysis to support such a conclusion. The EIR states that 
the area “is periodically in crops or is devoid of vegetation and disked” (page 5.1-
73). However, based on our observations most of the project site had not been 
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farmed for several years and mature native vegetative cover did exist in the 
bottom portion of the corridor closest to the wildlife undercrossing before it was 
recently mowed and disked (no crops were planted).  

 
 The biology analysis does not support the conclusions made. For example, a 

statement is made that the project “is separated from the Gonzales Canyon by a 
20-40 foot slope which will protect wildlife as they move through the canyon”, 
yet it does not explain how that slope would protect wildlife next to a 93-foot tall 
structure at the edge of that slope and next to the proposed project access road cut 
into the slope, nor whether the project’s proximity and use would impact wildlife 
moving through the corridor. The EIR also states that the project would “not 
compromise the preserve efficiency or effectiveness” and “no impacts will occur 
to the habitat linkage” because the project would be confined to the mesa on 
existing disturbed land. Edge effects to the wildlife corridor are dismissed and 
conclusions are not substantiated with evidence.  

 
 The EIR states that the project mitigation to restore/enhance 1.76 acres of onsite 

habitat will “vastly improve the function of the canyon for wildlife movement” 
(page 5.1-72). While there is no question that restoration improves habitat value 
for wildlife, the corridor had been heavily used by wildlife for years (including 
mule deer, bobcat, and coyote). It is likely that wildlife use has declined since the 
vegetation was mowed and disked in 2013. The EIR does not adequately analyze 
the impact of the project design or the loss of a buffer from the corridor, and 
primarily just promotes the benefits of the mitigation plan. The supposed net 
benefit of the mitigation plan to the wildlife corridor is unsubstantiated 
(considering the adjacency edge effects of the project) and the EIR analysis does 
not adequately support the conclusion made. 
 

 The EIR makes inaccurate statements and cites mitigation measures that don’t 
exist. For example, only one biology mitigation measure exists (BIO-1) yet the 
analysis states that measures “BIO-2” and “BIO-3” would mitigate impact from 
invasive species and impacts to the MSCP, yet these measures do not exist.  

 
 The EIR never explains nor substantiates why a smaller project footprint wouldn’t 

meet the goals and objectives of the project. 
 
Impacts to the Visual Open Space Character of the River Valley: 
 
The EIR states that according to the City code, deviations from the AR-1-1 zone “base 
maximum height” of 30 feet are allowed in circumstances where side yard setbacks are 
increased (as proposed for this project). However, the community plan and SDRP 
Concept Plan policies regarding protection of visual quality and open space must also be 
considered. Height deviations are discretionary and should be considered in the context 
of the goals and policies of the SDRP Concept Plan. Furthermore, additional deviations 
for side and rear yard setbacks are also being requested by the project proponent for the 
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education and youth center buildings. Given the constraints on the project site, the 
sensitivity of the surrounding area both biologically and visually, the site’s prominent 
location within the San Dieguito River Valley, the visibility of the site from public views 
(trails and roads), and the goals and policies of the FUA Framework Plan and SDRP 
Concept Plan that protect open space, valleys, and wildlife, the project appears to be 
overbuilt for the site.  
 

 The building location and scale is inconsistent with the Concept Plan design 
guidelines and the NCFUA Framework Plan. The Framework Plan policies and 
implementing principles include an open space plan (Environmental Tier) to 
protect the river valley and view corridors through height reductions and setbacks.  

 
 The 93-foot high sanctuary and 40-foot high hall structure technically comply 

with the City building height codes because the project provides greater than the 
minimum setbacks from property lines. However, the project is inconsistent with 
the land use plans and policies for this area that were written to protect views into 
and from the San Dieguito River Valley. Policies in the NCFUA Framework Plan 
and SDRP Concept Plan require developments to be “low lying in profile and not 
visually prominent” in this part of the valley. The EIR states that the church 
“would be visually prominent from low-laying areas of the western side of 
Gonzales Canyon”, but that the structures “will be screened with landscaping that 
will include native shrubs and groundcover, grasses, lawn, etc.” and “the stone 
finish or plaster finish with earth-tone colors” would “tend to recede into the 
background landscape with distance” and that the church has been “set back from 
the property line to the extent possible”. The proposed landscaping cannot screen 
a 93-foot tall structure that would greatly exceed the height of most plantings and 
surrounding buildings and loom over the adjacent wildlife corridor. Furthermore, 
reasons given that the square footage is the minimum necessary to meet the goals 
of the project lack substantial evidence to justify the need to impact the river 
valley’s visual quality to such an extent. 

 
 Recently-approved surrounding projects (Formosan Church and Rancho Valley 

Farms) have adhered to the MSCP boundaries and goals and policies of the SDRP 
Concept Plan and environmental tier of the Framework Plan. The Formosan 
Church will have a maximum height of 45 feet (currently only a portion of that 
project is built). 
 

The proposed buildings will dominate public views from the San Dieguito River Valley, 
extend into the MSCP Preserve and environmental tier, and will eliminate any buffer to 
the Preserve, and will not be set back sufficiently to minimize impacts to the FPA. 
 
EIR Analysis 
 
The Draft EIR concludes that “based on the visual analysis presented and based on the 
discussion of scenic views/vistas, the project would not be located in a highly visible 
area” (emphasis added) and “would not contrast visually with the overall character of the 
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surrounding area” (page 5.9-15). These conclusions are false and appear to be based on 
poor-quality visual simulations that show the proposed structures faded in the distance. 
Substantial evidence is lacking to support conclusions reached in the EIR. 
 
At the same time, the EIR also states that the project would have a significant and 
unavoidable impact on neighborhood character because the church dome is 50 feet higher 
than the adjacent church and 70 feet higher than the adjacent residential development 
(page 5.9-16). Confusing statements are made to support this conclusion: “though 
portions of the proposed church will be visible from adjacent properties, with landscaping 
and natural building materials and colors, the project would not be located in a highly 
visible area and contrast with the overall character of the area”. And “because the 
proposed 93-foot tall dome would be taller than surrounding development and would 
result in visible contrast” impacts are “considered significant and unavoidable”. It 
appears that impacts to surrounding private developments were considered to be a 
significant impact, yet impacts to surrounding public views into and from the river valley 
were not. 
 
Project Alternatives Analysis 
 
CEQA requires that an EIR provide feasible project alternatives capable of “avoiding or 
substantially lessening any significant effects of the project” while feasibly attaining most 
of the project objectives (Section 15126.6). The subject EIR dismisses the “Reduced 
Project Alternative” without defining or explaining what a “reduced project” would look 
like, and only states that it would not meet the needs of the Armenian Church community 
(currently provided on 30th Street in North Park, San Diego) without substantiating the 
conclusion with evidence. An alternative that meets the MSCP encroachment allowance 
of 25% should be analyzed as a viable alternative.. A project alternative that moves the 
structures further back from the mesa away from the wildlife corridor would provide a 
buffer from Gonzales Canyon thereby reducing significant impacts to the MSCP 
Preserve. The EIR does not offer or consider such an alternative.  
 
Trail Connection  
 
For several years both City and JPA staff have been planning a trail route through 
Gonzales Canyon to eventually connect to the Coast to Crest Trail. The trail exists 
through Pacific Highlands Ranch to Old El Camino Real. The PRC and JPA have had 
multiple discussions with the subject project owner about the need for a trail easement 
through a short length of their property to connect the trail from the adjacent Rancho 
Valley Farms project to El Camino Real. The property owner has consistently stated that 
they do not object to providing a trail easement. Yet, no mention is made in the Draft EIR 
about trail connections from Gonzales Canyon to El Camino Real and the Coast to Crest 
Trail.  
 
The existing trail currently terminates at Old El Camino Real, but will soon continue west 
on the Rancho Valley Farms project currently under construction (required as a project 
condition). The trail route will then continue further west toward El Camino Real along 
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the edge of the MSCP Preserve area (dedicated as part of the Rancho Valley Farms 
project), although the exact alignment hasn’t been determined. Various trail routes have 
been explored by City and JPA staff. To connect to El Camino Real the trail must cross a 
short segment of the St. John Garabed Church property.  
 
JPA staff was hopeful that the new El Camino Real culvert undercrossing could be used 
to route the trail under the road. However, the head room in the new culvert is low 
(particularly for horses) and a large quantity of sediment exists on the floor of the culvert. 
Furthermore, the mitigation plan proposed by the Garabed Church project will restore 
wetlands leading into the culvert thereby eliminating space needed for a trail. However, 
other trail route alternatives exist. Recent field reconnaissance done jointly by JPA and 
City staff confirmed that a workable trail route through the open space on both parcels 
could connect to the existing D.G. path along the east side of El Camino Real that leads 
to the intersection at San Dieguito Road. At that point the trail route would continue to 
the Coast to Crest Trail, which is being designed in coordination with the City’s El 
Camino Real bridge replacement project and the SANDAG/JPA wetland restoration 
project (called “W19”) on the west side of El Camino Real.  
 
According to City Park and Recreation planning staff, a proposed condition on the 
subject project requires the property owner to grant a recreation easement for trail 
purposes but that “the exact location of the easement will be determined at a later date 
and the property owner will not be responsible for the cost associated with granting, 
constructing or maintenance of the trail”. It is JPA staff’s understanding that the open 
space on the subject church project will be preserved through a conservation easement 
although no specifics have been provided. The EIR should acknowledge and discuss the 
future trail even if an exact alignment hasn’t been determined.  The concern is still that 
the EIR does not acknowledge the trail use on the subject property. 
 
Potential Inconsistency with CUP Finding  
 
A place of worship (i.e., church) in an agricultural zone is allowed with a Conditional 
Use Permit if certain required findings can be made. One of those findings is that the 
“development will not adversely affect the applicable land use plan” (Section 126.0305 
of City Municipal Code). The land use plan for this area is the NCFUA Framework Plan. 
For the reasons described above regarding the visual impacts of the project on the San 
Dieguito River Valley and Gonzales Canyon open space under the Framework Plan and 
SDRP Concept Plan, a finding that the project would not adversely affect the land use 
plan would be difficult to make. In addition, the EIR concludes that the project would 
create significant visual impacts that couldn’t be mitigated. The project design should be 
reduced in bulk and scale to provide a wider setback from the MSCP Preserve and reduce 
its visibility in such a visually significant area.  
 
 
Attachments: 
 

1. Project Vicinity 
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2. Site Plan 
3. Previous letters from JPA staff  
4. Restoration Plan 
5. MSCP Preserve and NCFUA Environmental Tier 
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ATTACHMENT 1 

Wildlife Undercrossing 

MSCP        PRESERVE 

PROJECT SITE
RANCHO VALLEY FARMS 
(UNDER CONSTRUCTION) 

DUST DEVIL NATURE TRAIL 

GONZALES CANYON
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November 13, 2012 
 
Mr. John Fisher 
City of San Diego 
Development Services Dept. 
1222 First Avenue, MS501 
San Diego, CA 92101 
 
Subject: Comments on Proposed St. John Garabed Church;  
  Project #240283 
 
Dear John: 
 
After reviewing the proposed plans for this project as recently resubmitted in 
September, it appears that few of the issues expressed in our previous comment letter 
(10/26/11) have been addressed. As previously stated, this project is located in the 
San Dieguito River Park’s FPA on a prominent mesa in the San Dieguito River 
Valley and thus its location and design is of importance to the JPA. While we 
appreciate the project’s representatives presenting to the JPA’s Project Review 
Committee over the past year, they have not addressed our issues and their project 
design has changed only minimally. Therefore, the comments stated in our 10/26/11 
letter still stand. 

In summary, the issues that remain of primary concern to the JPA are: 

• The mass and scale of the project is in direct conflict with the San Dieguito 
River Park Concept Plan and with community planning policies as cited by 
City staff in their project assessments. The project is not solely a church use, 
but additional uses housed in a complex of large structures totaling 51,680 
square feet that is out-of-scale with the surrounding area representing an 
over-intensification of use on the property. 

• The proposed MHPA boundary adjustment is excessive since over half of the 
project encroaches into the existing MHPA. The MHPA was designed to 
protect the sensitive nature of this area above the Gonzales Canyon 
floodplain as it flows into the San Dieguito River Valley. The proposed 
boundary adjustment intrudes into the approved open space preserve on the 
adjacent Pardee project and isolates an existing mitigation site on the 
Formosan Church property. The result would create a habitat island next to El 
Camino Real, not the intension of the MSCP. The proposal would 
compromise the MHPA in this area.  

• It appears that the church could be accommodated within the existing MHPA 
boundary without harming the integrity of the MSCP and adjacent wetlands. 
However, as proposed the project is overbuilt for the site. Adjacent recently-
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Mr. Fisher 
Page 2 
 
 

• built or approved projects do comply with the MSCP (Pardee’s Rancho Valley Farms and 
the Formosan Church) and this project should as well.   

• Even with a significant encroachment into the MHPA, the project proposes yet more 
encroachments into the required setbacks. What are the hardships on this property that 
warrant the zoning code deviations? It does not appear that findings for a deviation could 
be made. 

• Again, the proposed project is not limited to a church sanctuary but includes a school, 
hall, and youth center that together represent an intensity of use incompatible with the 
surrounding open space, sensitive adjacent MHPA land, and the goal to protect the San 
Dieguito River Valley. The sanctuary represents only 17% of the total square feet. 

• No mitigation is proposed to offset impacts associated with MHPA encroachment and 
adjacency to a wildlife corridor. This corridor has been recently enhanced by a new 
wildlife culvert to better facilitate wildlife movement under El Camino Real. What 
impacts will this project have on the quality of the wildlife corridor from lights, human 
activity (particularly at night), and noise? 

• Views into the project from surrounding public areas would be significant, dramatically 
changing the open visually appealing landscape of the river valley. The proposed 51,680 
square foot complex of structures would unnecessarily obstruct the views in the river 
valley. The excessive height of these structures (32 to 40 feet) dwarfs the neighboring 
Formosan Church and intrudes into the viewshed. These buildings would be seen from 
several public roads, trails, and a San Dieguito River Park public educational facility to 
be constructed in 2013 across the valley to the northwest of the project site (open air 
trailside classroom). 

• The fact that the existing zone allows a maximum height over 30 feet on this site under 
certain conditions is not the only factor to consider. Policies included in the NCFUA 
plan, coastal plan, San Dieguito River Park Concept Plan, MSCP, and CUP findings hold 
equal weight and must be considered. 

• Combined with the newly constructed Formosan church project and the potential for 
development on the private parcel behind the subject site, cumulative visual impacts 
would add substantial development in the river valley and adjacent to a wildlife corridor. 
The entire east side of El Camino Real will be developed with an intensive collection of 
large buildings and active uses. This would cause cumulatively significant visual and 
biological impacts that must be addressed. 

• As noted in our previous letter, the subject property abuts an approved trail easement on 
the Pardee Rancho Valley Farms site. This trail link from Gonzales Canyon is planned to 
eventually connect to the Coast to Crest Trail. The subject property lies between the 
Pardee trail easement and El Camino Real and must be crossed in order to reach the new 
culvert under El Camino Real (proposed as a trail undercrossing). We understand that the 
applicant is not opposed to a trail on their property but that trail planning and permitting 
is not part of their project. We would like their project to include a possible easement for 
the trail although we realize that permit approvals have not yet been obtained for a trail. 
We would appreciate the opportunity to work with City Parks and Recreation staff on a 
trail easement proposal. 
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We are disappointed that the most of the issues expressed in our previous letter (now over a year 
ago) have yet to be addressed by the applicant’s project. We appreciate City staff’s consideration 
of the JPA’s concerns. 

Sincerely, 

 

Shawna C. Anderson, AICP 
Environmental Planner 
 
Cc: Bernie Turgeon, Development Services 
 Carmel Valley Community Planning Board 
 Marcela Escobar-Eck, Atlantis Group LLC 
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FIGURE 3

Project Site Map
Conceptual Restoration Plan for the St. John Garabed Church Project

SOURCE: SanGIS 2010, Bing Maps
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Agenda Item 2   
April 4, 2014 

 

: 

TO:  CAC 
 
FROM: JPA staff 
 
SUBJECT: Proposed Removal/Elimination of Lagoon Boardwalk 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
 
Discuss and make recommendation to JPA Board to provide a letter to the CCC. 
 
 
 
In 2005, the California Coastal Commission approved the San Dieguito River Park’s 
proposed trail at the perimeter of the SCE wetland restoration project with a condition 
that noted that “The boardwalk (Segment 1b) is an interim use in the approved alignment 
within non-vegetated wetlands in the South Overflow Lot until such time as the South 
Overflow Lot is restored to functional wetland habitat. The location of the boardwalk 
shall be addressed in the coastal development permit for the wetland restoration of the 
South Overflow Lot and the boardwalk may be relocated at that time.” 
 
The boardwalk was constructed by the San Dieguito River Park in 2006 with $350,000 in 
public grant funds (state and federal), and the assistance of the Del Mar Rotary, who 
installed all of the deck planks, valued at an additional $39,000.  The boardwalk was 
intended for pedestrian use only, for nature study, and is not therefore designated as part 
of the Coast to Crest Trail. A viewing platform, a scope, and educational interpretive 
signs provide opportunities for nature study. 
 
Now the 22nd Agricultural District is processing a permit to restore the South Overflow 
Lot.  The District’s plan was approved by the Coastal Commission at the February 13th 
hearing. The permit does not require the boardwalk trail be removed.  Also approved was 
the bus ramp on the north side of the SOL, along the side of Jimmy Durante Blvd. with a 
trail that the District will construct on the slope of the ramp.  The purpose of the trail is to 
provide a missing link in trail access for hikers, bicyclists and equestrians by connecting 
the existing Coast to Crest Trail (which currently stops at the Boardwalk) to Jimmy 
Durante Blvd.  In the future, when there is a safe crossing at Jimmy Durante Blvd., the 
connection will be made to the trails along the north side of the river on the Fairgrounds 
west of Jimmy Durante Blvd. and ultimately to the final destination at the beach.    
 
When the 22nd Agricultural District submitted the SOL restoration plan to the Coastal 
Commission staff, they were advised that they should submit a plan without the 
boardwalk.  When asked why, the Coastal Commission biologist responded, 
 

 “I have consistently recommended that the trail be rerouted to the outer edge of 
the restored wetland.  The reason for my recommendation is two-fold:  1) Putting 
human activity in the middle of a natural habitat is always a bad idea because it 
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: 

maximizes disturbance to the habitat.  Wildlife, particularly birds, are especially 
sensitive to activity that is above them and dogs even if leashed are a significant 
source of disturbance.  In general, when the Commission approves trails near 
sensitive habitat, the trail is sited in the outer 25 feet of the habitat buffer.  If no 
buffer is possible, then the trail is aligned along the outer edge of the habitat.  
Since the restoration area will be bermed, any trail will be elevated, but the 
negative effects will be less along the perimeter.  2)  In its current configuration, 
the trail itself displaces a significant area of potential salt marsh and it 
unnecessarily constrains the physical and hydrological design of the restored 
habitat.  I roughly estimate that the trail and the raised area associated with it 
(“upland transition area”) would take up more than 0.25 ac that would otherwise 
be restored to saltmarsh.  I think restoration should be the primary consideration 
and the design should maximize the area restored. 
  
I appreciate that people in the community love walking on the boardwalk portion 
of the trail and would prefer to be surrounded by wetland rather than to view it 
from the periphery.  But a rerouted trail will still be a wonderful educational and 
recreational asset, will increase the size of the restored habitat, and will minimize 
human disturbance to the habitat that we all care so much about.  I hope folks can 
see the benefit to such a trade-off.” 

 
The San Dieguito River Park JPA strongly supports restoration of the SOL and other 
wetlands, having recently argued vigorously in favor of restoring the lower part of the 
East Overflow Lot instead of continuing to allow it to be used for parking.  Over the 25 
years of its life, the San Dieguito River Park JPA has spent millions of dollars purchasing 
coastal property and working with partners such as Southern California Edison and 
SANDAG to restore these disturbed lands to critical tidal wetlands.  In fact, the very first 
land purchase that the JPA ever made was the acquisition of the former Birtcher/Del Mar 
88 property which now forms the deep lagoon basin known as W1 on the west side of the 
freeway.   
 
However, the JPA also has goals to promote public access, environmental education, and 
nature study to further a greater understanding of natural resources and the value of 
coastal wetlands among children and adults visiting the lagoon.  The Coastal Commission 
also has similar goals pursuant to the Coastal Act.  While it may be true, as the biologist 
states, that the boardwalk introduces human activity into a habitat area, it is also true that 
the boardwalk serves a valuable function for nature study which arguably offsets that 
potential impact. And it should be noted that the boardwalk was designed to minimize 
habitat impact – it is off the ground but has a very low profile specifically to keep 
walkers at a low level so as not to disturb birds by being “above them”.  There are several 
facts that should be addressed and considered in a public venue before a decision is made 
that would demolish the boardwalk. 
 

 The boardwalk serves a purpose which is one of only 8 allowed uses in wetlands, 
and that is nature study.  Its location adjacent to the river on one side and restored 
wetlands on the other makes it ideal for this purpose.  The new trail along Jimmy 
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Durante Blvd. next to the bus ramp serves a purpose for a multi-use trail 
connection and Coast to Crest Trail link, but it is not a replacement for the nature 
study and quiet reflection that the boardwalk provides.  
 

 The boardwalk has been in use for 8 years and is a well-loved community asset.  
At the time that it was approved, it was known that it was located adjacent to the 
river and wetlands, and its sensitive design reflects that.  Ripping it out of the 
ground is an extreme step that is not warranted.   
 

 The boardwalk was built with a considerable investment of state and federal grant 
funds and private donations.  This investment would be tossed out with the 
boardwalk if the boardwalk is removed. 
 

 The condition that was tied to the boardwalk construction stated that the issue of 
relocating the boardwalk would be addressed in the coastal development permit 
for the wetlands restoration of the South Overflow Lot.  The opportunity for the 
Coastal Commission to “address” the boardwalk, as described in the permit 
condition, and to discuss possible removal of the boardwalk was when the 
Commission approved the 22nd DAA’s plans for the south overflow lot.  There 
was no such public discussion, nor has a convincing case been made that removal 
is necessary.  
 

 There are other actions that could be taken to reduce human activity short of the 
extreme step of removing the boardwalk.  For example, if a short section of the 
center part of the boardwalk were removed, then the boardwalk would no longer 
function as a trail connecting point A to point B.  That would eliminate use by a 
certain number of people who are not accessing the trail for nature study.  It 
would also reduce the number of people who use the boardwalk to walk their 
dogs, which would respond to the issue that the biologist expressly mentioned, 
which is a concern about dogs on the boardwalk near habitat areas.   
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Southern California Edison
San Dieguito Wetland
Restoration Project Existing Utility Corridor

(Approximate)Lagoon Trail

Dust Devil Nature Trail

Figure 2
Conceptual Map of

the Proposed Project
Notice of Preparation - San Dieguito Lagoon W19 Restoration Project

Scale: 1:12,000; 1 inch = 1,000 feet

Path: P:\2012\60274999_SD_W19\06GIS\6.3_Layout\Scratch\StudyAreaMap_Trails.mxd,  3/14/2014, sorensenj
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Source: Copyright:© 2013 Esri, DeLorme, NAVTEQ, TomTom
Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, i-cubed, USDA, USGS, AEX, Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS User Community; Dokken 2013

LEGEND

30

Susan Carter
Typewritten Text
AGENDA ITEM #3




