
 
 
 
 

Statement by the 
NORTH PARK HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

to the 
City Council Land Use & Housing Committee Historical Resources Meeting 

September 23, 2009 
 
 

 
The North Park Historical Society (NPHS) appreciates this opportunity to address the City Council 
Land Use & Housing (LU+H) Committee during its meeting dedicated to Historic Preservation 
issues. The NPHS is a non-profit organization dedicated to the preservation and promotion of 
North Park’s historic resources in neighborhoods developed during the early and middle 1900s. 
We have published a book primarily written by our premier historian, the late Don Covington, and 
our members lead historical neighborhood walking tours in four North Park neighborhoods. 

1. The NPHS is pleased that the historical survey of North Park will be updated as part of the 
Plan update, but we are concerned about the apparent lack of action on that survey. 
Historical Resources Board (HRB) staff indicated that the survey would be conducted by a 
consultant early this year and, only in response to a direct question, informed us that a 
consultant had been hired nearly 3 months ago. The NPHS would like to be part of the survey 
update process. 

2. In May of 2007, we submitted the application for the designation of the North Park Dryden 
Historical District, which encompasses the neighborhood along 28th Street and Pershing 
Avenue from Upas to Landis streets. We discussed HRB staff comments with staff in the 
summer of 2008, and submitted a detailed Supplemental Application in January 2009. Staff 
assured Council District 3 that the district would be before the HRB by the end of 2009, but 
we have heard nothing regarding review of the application. This potential district was 
identified in the City’s 1995 historical survey by Wayne Donaldson and we have followed the 
HRB guidelines. The NPHS would appreciate an expeditious review of the North Park Dryden 
Historical District application by the HRB. 

The members of the North Park Historical Society are eager to work with City staff, the HRB and 
City Council in identifying, preserving, documenting and publicizing the historic assets of North 
Park. Thank you for devoting this LU+H Committee meeting to historical preservation issues. 
 
 
 

To be presented by George Franck, NPHS Vice President 
and Katherine Hon, NPHS Secretary 

 
Approved by the NPHS Board of Directors on 09/09/09 



University Heights Community Development Corporation 

& University Heights Historical Society 
4452 Park Boulevard, Suite 104,  

San Diego, CA 92116 

619-297-3166 

 

 

September 17, 2009 

 

 

Todd Gloria, Chair  

Land Use & Housing Committee  

City of San Diego 

202 C Street 

San Diego, CA 92101 

 

SUBJECT:  September 23, 2009 “History Day” 

 

Dear Chair Gloria and Members of the Committee: 

 

First of all, as Board Members of the above organizations, we would ask that the LU&H endorse 

the Uptown Planners Demolition Review Proposal.  The proposal’s intent is to establish 

standards and guidelines to provide better oversight for our rapidly diminishing historic 

resources when new development occurs within our built environment.  

 

Secondly, Board Member Bonn, as a member of the 45 year review team that provides input 

within the Uptown Planning area during the initial 10 day project review period, has discovered a 

number of loopholes confirming our concerns on the laxity in the permitting process:  

 

 Work started prior to permit being issued. 

 Work being completed not included in original permit. 

 Preliminary Review Process removes project from community’s 10 day review. 

 One address only shown on permit that involves multiple parcels in project. 

 Demolitions disguised as remodels allowing grandfathered uses to remain. 

 Demolition by neglect without appropriate penalties to protect resource. 

 Inadequate reports by consultants. 

 Complaints having to be filed with Neighborhood Code Compliance. 

 

University Heights was founded in 1888 and is one of the City’s oldest streetcar suburbs.  The 

architecture of its built environment provides a visual picture of how development occurred. So, 

let’s fine tune the process while updating our community plans to ensure that responsible 

development occurs that benefits and complements our neighborhoods as well as respecting our 

historic resources through the creation of Conservation Areas.  

 

Sincerely,      Sincerely, 

 

Ernestine Bonn     Mary Wendorf 

Board Member     Board Member 

































Land Use and Housing Committee Meeting  - Sept. 23, 2009 
 

Allen Hazard 

Resident, District Two, Mission Hills 92103 
 

Item #5 (ACTION ITEM)  

So-called - “Remodeling” Problems and Solutions: 

 

1. When is a remodel really a demo? Demolitions are being cleverly disguised as 

“remodeling” – a homeowner will tear gut the place, tear down nearly the entire home, 

leave up one wall and call it a remodel… 

 

This is a farce – this is a serious loophole that is, in essence removing many of historic 

homes. Generally, the Remodel becomes a huge McMansion, you have to really search 

for any remaining original fabric.  

 

Often times, a smaller bungalow has become a 5,000 sq ft. Monster Tuscany Villa! This 

is currently allowed and must be stopped immediately.  

 

2. A kitchen remodel is not a demo permit – Another big Swiss Cheese loophole is 

when an applicant will get a kitchen (or similar) remodel and tears 99% of the historic 

home down (example, 4337 Valle Vista in Mission Hills).  

 

These LOOPHOLES exist and hurts our historic communities. Please do not throw 

the community a bone or two today – I am asking you to make real and significant 

changes to protect our historic resources now, not tomorrow. 

 

Please solve the problem now and Revise the Definition of Demos and Remodels –  

 

Solution – create new language that states that a demo means more than 25% of the street 

facing wall must be kept intact and more than 50% of all original walls. More of the 

original historic fabric must remain.  

 

Inspect and Stop non-permitted work. When the applicant has gone behind the permit, 

usually way beyond; applicant must be ordered to stop all work and go through a re-

evaluation with HRB. Don’t inspect AFTER the “remodel” has been built – the 

community gets “stuck” with inappropriate McMansions.  

 

A permit is a contract. Require owner, architect, engineer, and contractor to sign a 

contract stating such with REAL penalties outlined clearly. Issue real and meaningful 

fines that will deter such reckless action.  

 

Inspections also need to be ongoing as many homeowners lie on their applications; they 

know that the city will do nothing outside of a gentle slap on the wrist. 

 



I support the Uptown Planner’s proposals; the La Jolla Historical Society, the North Park 

Planning Group, Mission Hills Heritage and the Congress of History also support these 

common sense solutions.  

 

 

 



 
325 West Washington St. #221 

San Diego, CA 92103 
619-497-1193 

www.MissionHillsHeritage.org 
 
 
 

 
--A community organization dedicated to preserving the character, charm and historical 
resources of the Mission Hills neighborhood. 
 

September 21, 2009 
 
Land Use & Housing Committee 
The City of San Diego 
c/o Steve Hill, Consultant 
202 C Street, 12 Floor 
San Diego, CA 92101 
 

Subject:  Historic Preservation 
Hearing Date: September 23, 2009 
Item Nos.  3-6 

 
Dear LU&H Committee Members: 
 
Please consider the following comments from Mission Hills Heritage regarding several issues 
that will be discussed at the September 23rd committee meeting. 
 
As you know, a growing number of San Diegans believe that preservation of historic resources is 
critically important and are concerned about the ongoing loss of precious historic resources 
through demolition and other development activity.  We are appreciative of the time that City 
Staff has spent over the last year working with the community and the attention that this 
committee has given regarding these issues.  Unfortunately, we feel that the staff report dated 
September 17, 2009 does not respond adequately to a number of concerns. 
 
Background  
 
Some of the most significant problems arise in the review process for demolition and other 
development permits.  Unless a property has already been designated as historic, the application 
for a demolition or other permit is the first, and perhaps last, opportunity for a review of the 
property to determine if a historic resource is present.  Thus, the permit application and review 
process has been a primary focus of concern about shortcomings in the City’s current system of 
land use regulation.  The most striking example of the current system’s failures occur when 
potentially historic resources are suddenly demolished without any warning or notice to the 
public.  Every older community in San Diego has witnessed many such demolitions.  A recent 
example occurred at 4337 Valle Vista in Mission Hills.  In April 2009, this minimally altered, 
1910 Craftsman bungalow was almost completely demolished without any public notification or 
input, except for the publication of the already issued permit on the DSD website the Friday 
evening before demolition began.  The project bypassed the newly created “public input working 
group” because the project owner submitted a consultant’s report as part of a “Preliminary 
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Review.”  Staff reviewed the project and agreed with the consultant’s opinion that the property 
was not potentially historic.  However, the report overlooked publically-available historical 
photos that arguably contradicted conclusions reached in the consultant’s report.  After 
reviewing the consultant’s report and available historic photographs, we disagreed with the 
consultant’s opinion.  However, without public input, there was no opportunity to submit 
evidence that the property was potentially historically significant, before demolition took place.   
 
The “Preliminary Review” for 4337 Valle Vista avoided any public input: 

 
This 1910 Craftsman was almost completely demolished 
after staff agreed with the conclusion in a consultant’s report 
that prior “alterations” to the front had resulted in a loss of 
integrity to the house such that it was not potentially historic.  
There was no public review of this project prior to 
demolition.   

However, historic photographs that were not included with 
the report suggest that the alleged “alterations” existed as 
early as 1927.   After viewing current photographs, we also 
disagreed with the consultant’s conclusions that the shingles, 
the front door and other features were not original. 

 
With this example as a backdrop, we have the following specific comments to portions of the 
report and recommendations: 
 
Applicability of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) 
 
Underlying many of the problems with the permit application and review process is the fact that 
the current demolition process is ministerial by definition of the Land Development Code, and is 
therefore not subject to environmental review under CEQA.  The staff report indicates that the 
City Attorney’s office is currently considering whether the review process for potentially historic 
resources should be a discretionary action.   
 
However, this issue has already been studied by the City Attorney’s office.  The City Attorney’s 
report to the LU&H in May 2008 explained that deciding whether a structure 45 years or older is 
a potential historic resource is not a ministerial determination.  As stated in that report, it is not 
merely determining whether the “zoning allows the structure to be demolished in the requested 
location, or where the structure would meet the strength requirements in the Uniform Building 
Code,” (State CEQA Guidelines § 15369) both of which merely require checking plans against 
charts and tables that do not require subjective interpretation.  Rather, determining whether a 
property is potentially historic requires specialized discretionary judgment.  As stated by the City 
Attorney, the decision to issue a demolition permit for a structure 45 years or older clearly 
involves a mixture of ministerial and discretionary action.  As such, the City Attorney 
recommended changing the review process to either an “advanced ministerial review” or 
mandatory discretionary review.  The City Attorney recommended several changes to the review 
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process, including providing more than (10) days to decide on the need for a site-specific survey 
and developing an efficient, reliable mechanism for public notice and comment.      The City 
should accept this conclusion and recommendations now and adopt appropriate reforms. 
 
Closing Loopholes in the Review Process 
 
As noted in the staff report, the Council’s adopted Historic Resource Guidelines (HRG) require 
the City to consult with and consider input from local individuals and groups with expertise in 
historic resources of the San Diego area to determine the need for site-specific surveys for a 
permit for properties 45 years or older.  We feel such input is critically important to the review 
process.  Public input fosters honesty and transparency in the review process, provides more 
information on which to make a decision, and leads to a better result. 
 
Despite the formation of the “public input working group,” many reviews still avoid public input.  
This occurs when the applicant either (1) submits a historic report with their application, or (2) 
asks for a historic determination through the “Preliminary Review” process.   
 
On the first point, as it stands now the HRG only requires input by “local individuals and groups 
with expertise” in order to determine whether a site-specific survey will be required.  Therefore, 
a project will bypass public input when a “site-specific survey” is supplied by the project owner 
at the time of project submittal.  However, staff does not have time to verify all information and 
conduct its own intensive research when the survey states the opinion that no resource exists.  
We recommend that the HRG be amended to require that the City seek community input on the 
determination of whether a historical resource exists, not just the need for a site-specific survey.   
 
On the second point, City Staff has allowed the “Preliminary Review” process to be used such 
that it completely bypasses the input process required by the Land Development Code (LDC) 
and HRB Section II(A)(1), and results in a determination in less time (5 days rather than 10 
working days1).  While the “Preliminary Review” process is a useful device to obtain input from 
the City before a project is submitted, it should not be allowed to circumvent a process required 
by ordinances and adopted regulation.  As such, the “Preliminary Review” process is being used 
illegally by City Staff.  Any determination made on the basis of “Preliminary Review” should 
require the same historical review (including public input and complying with time 
requirements) as an application for a demolition permit. 
 
Additionally, in circumstances where the opinion of staff and those of individuals and groups 
who have provided input conflict as to the whether a specific property is potentially historic, the 
decision should be forwarded to the full Historic Resources Board (HRB) for decision.  
 
Lastly, publishing applications for demolition and other development permits would allow 
greater community input and keep the process transparent.  Many project owners avoid historic 
review altogether by providing incomplete or incorrect information about the age of their 
property, whether intentionally or otherwise.  By delaying approval of permits until after 
publication, the public will be able to identify potential historical resources that have not been 
flagged for review.  Therefore, we recommend that the approval process be revised such that 

                                                 
1 As suggested by the City Attorney, ten (10) working days is not enough time to gather necessary input for the 
determining whether a potential historical resources is present.  We recommend that the review time be extended. 
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demolition and other permits are not final until the permit applications are published on the 
City’s website and five (5) working days have passed from such publication. 
 
Conservation Areas 
 
We strongly support the concept of using conservation areas, and are pleased that this concept 
may be moving forward.  However, the staff report does not discuss any enabling regulation to 
allow such areas to be established.  Additionally, while the report mentions conducting a survey 
to identify “conservation areas,” we are concerned that such a survey could take years to 
complete, given the financial constraints of the City.  We recommend that the community plan 
update process be used to identify the “conservation areas” and draft proposed development 
guides, which may differ from one community to the next. 
 
Conclusion 
 
While the staff report discusses many of the concerns raised by the public and community 
groups, it is short on specifically implementable action.  Many of these issues have already been 
exhaustively studied over the last few years.  It is time to enact real changes that will help protect 
historical resources and comply with state laws, including CEQA.   
 
In summary, we recommend the following actions: 
 

1. Amend the HRG Section II(A)(1) to require the City to seek input from “local individuals and 
groups with expertise” for use in determining whether a potential historic resources exists even in 
situations where a site-specific survey has been submitted by a project applicant, not just to help 
determine if a site-specific survey will be required. 

2. Clarify in the LDC and/or HRG that no process, such as the “preliminary review” process [Info 
Bull. 513] can be used to bypass input by individuals and community groups into the existence of 
potential historical resources.   

3. If there is a disagreement between staff and the public as to whether a specific property is 
potentially historic, the decision should be forwarded to the full HRB for determination. 

4. Revise the approval process for demolition and ministerial construction permits so that such 
permits are not final until the permit applications are published on the City’s website and five (5) 
working days have passed from such publication. 

5. Adopt enabling regulation for conservation areas and utilize the community plan update 
process to identify the potential areas and to draft proposed development guidelines. 

 
Thank you for your careful consideration of these items. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
 Patricia “Rusty” Reily  Barry E. Hager 
 President, Mission Hills Heritage Board Chairman 
 
 
Cc: Cathy Winterrowd, Senior Planner, CPIC, Historical Resources 

William Anderson, Director, City Planning & Community Investment 
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