
The story of the San Dieguito River Park, and how it came to be, and
how it progressed, is the story of citizens like you who were concerned
about preserving an important part of their community. These were
real people, who didn’t just stand by as valuable wetlands and natural
open space were lost to development – they did something about it –
and as a result, a regional park extending from Volcan Mountain in the
east to the beach at Del Mar, an expanse of 55 miles, came into being,
providing lasting benefits for animals and humans. 

SAN DIEGUITO RIVER PARK
T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  O U R  C R E A T I O N



W H A T  C A N  B E  L E A R N E D  F R O M  T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E
C R E A T I O N  O F  T H E  S A N  D I E G U I T O  R I V E R  P A R K ?

Several themes arise from reading about the people who contributed to the
preservation of the San Dieguito River Valley as a natural open space park that should
inspire others to accomplish great things themselves in their community and beyond. 

First, grass roots activism is powerful. The basic actions of calling one’s friends, writing
letters and articles in the newspaper, attending planning group and planning
commission meetings, and spreading the word in multiple ways are effective in rallying
the general community. The San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy, the Friends of the
San Dieguito River Valley, and the Volcan Mountain Foundation all used these
techniques powerfully to build community support. 

Second, it is important to reach key elected officials who will take your issue to heart
and carry the banner forward. One on one meetings and field trips are valuable ways to
do this. Elected officials may be particularly encouraged to take a leadership position if
they see that this is a very important issue to their constituents. At the small city level
this can be easier to do than at municipalities the size of the City and County of San
Diego. However, a strong leader who is devoted to your cause is an invaluable asset.

Third, persistence and creativity are needed when setbacks inevitably occur. Peter
Bergstrom’s effort to find a win-win solution at Volcan Mountain turned around a
situation that could have changed the rural character of the pristine eastern end of the
river valley forever. 

Fourth, it is important to identify the unique skills that some of your fellows have; for
example in the case of the San Dieguito Lagoon, Dr. Nancy Weare’s knowledge of the
lagoon ecosystem was invaluable in developing a science-based plan for the area, and
for encouraging the adoption of the plan by the Del Mar City Council. Others had
knowledge of the political system, others were journalists who could effectively
communicate their message in the media.

Fifth, use the legal system to incorporate into non-profit organizations that can receive
donations, as both the San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy and the Volcan Mountain
Foundation did. When you don’t have technical knowledge, seek it out, as the San
Dieguito River Valley Conservancy did by consulting with the California Coastal
Conservancy, and Volcan Mountain Foundation did by hiring a local consultant.



W H A T  C A N  B E  L E A R N E D  C O N T I N U E D

You may find many more themes that reverberate for you as you read about the history
of citizen activism and how it led to the creation of the San Dieguito River Valley
Regional Open Space Park (the San Dieguito River Park). The most resounding lesson is
that individual citizens can make a vital difference in their community. What do you feel
strongly about? What difference would you like to make in your community?


