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Water district threatens to sue La Mesa, El Cajon in park spat  
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The Helix Water District will sue La Mesa and El Cajon unless the cities attempt to settle a spat over maintenance costs 
at Harry Griffin Park, the district said.  
The district "will have no alternative to seeking judicial enforcement," if a funding agreement cannot be reached in the 
next 30 days, an Oct. 15 letter obtained by The San Diego Union-Tribune says. 
The threat comes a month after La Mesa vowed to relinquish its leadership role on the five-agency committee that 
manages the park, effective Jan. 1. La Mesa also cut by half its annual contribution to the park's $250,000 budget. 
"We are not about to pay more than our fair share," La Mesa Mayor Art Madrid said. 
El Cajon stopped paying its share of the maintenance in 1996. La Mesa has made up the difference since, but says it can 
no longer afford to do so. 
"It's kind of hard to support a park outside the city," El Cajon Mayor Mark Lewis said. 
The 54-acre park is on La Mesa's northeastern border with El Cajon. The water district owns the land and the 
underground reservoir beneath it, but said it would close the park if the cities refuse to maintain it. 
The district contends both cities are violating the terms of a joint-powers agreement and their contractual obligations, 
outlined in a series of 14 grants that helped develop and improve the park over the years. 
"All of (the grants) say we have a responsibility to maintain in perpetuity the facilities," said Mark Weston, general 
manager of the district. 
La Mesa City Manager Sandy Kerl dismissed the district's arguments as unfounded and called the threat of legal action 
"unfortunate." 
"I don't think there have been any real alternatives discussed," Kerl said. 
La Mesa has paid about $1.2 million toward the park, or roughly 80 percent of the park's annual budget since El Cajon 
stopped paying. Those figures, Kerl said, don't include administrative costs or the cost of city crews and irrigation 
specialists that periodically are called in for larger maintenance jobs. 
With city expenses projected to exceed revenue in coming years, La Mesa can no longer afford to foot El Cajon's bill, Kerl 
said. The City Council voted unanimously last month to scale back its contribution to 40 percent -- the amount outlined in 
the JPA agreement -- and to step down as the lead agency. 
"That is just unacceptable to Helix," Weston said. "The long list of responsibilities of the lead agency are clearly the 
responsibilities of a city." 
The lead agency, according to the JPA, must provide services beyond maintenance, including public access, traffic 
control and police protection. 
Details aside, elected officials in both cities blame budget shortfalls, state politicians and each other for the funding fiasco. 
"I say look at El Cajon. They aren't even paying their 40 percent share," Madrid said. 
El Cajon was relieved of its obligation to pay, Mayor Mark Lewis said, when La Mesa changed the park from passive to 
active use. In 1998, La Mesa allowed youth soccer leagues to play at the park, considered by most to be an active use. 
Lewis said the city supported park improvements recently when it contributed $1,000 to help build a dog run there. 
How the park was used had nothing to do with El Cajon pulling its funding, said Ken Sobel, president of the La Mesa 
Sports Council. Sobel said soccer teams used the park in 1999 -- three years after El Cajon stopped paying for 
maintenance. 
"That is a total fabrication," Sobel said. "The leagues used the park for one season, and El Cajon came back and cited 
soccer as the reason it wouldn't pay." 
Despite the differences in why, how and when the JPA fell apart, the legal threat could lead to the first serious talks about 
the park in years. 
Helix Water District President Harold Ball said that should have happened years ago. He said the district wants to avoid 
the cost of a legal battle, but is committed to resolving the issue. 
"I really don't think it's money. It's personalties. The mayors just plain don't like each other," said Ball, a water board 
member since 1978. "If the cities and the water district let that park go, the people five or 10 years from now should look 
back and say, 'Boy, did we have bad government.' " 
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