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La Mesa City Council cuts federal-grant aid to all service agencies  
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In a surprise move, the City Council has voted to discontinue all funding for social-service agencies under 
a federal grant program.  
In a 3-2 vote Tuesday, the council opted to shift grants for nonprofit agencies to capital-improvement 
projects for storm drains and sidewalks.  
"There comes a time when the City Council has to say we're short on funds and we have a city to run," 
said Councilman Jay LaSuer, whose motion to shift the funds was backed by council members Barry 
Jantz and Donna Alm.  
Mayor Art Madrid and Councilwoman Ruth Sterling cast the dissenting votes.  
La Mesa and other cities receive Community Development Block Grant funds annually from the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development. The money is to help low- to moderate-income 
residents with housing, basic services and other needs.  
HUD regulations allow cities to allocate up to 15 percent of the funds to community agencies providing 
direct aid. La Mesa's grant for the coming year is $552,000, meaning up to $82,800 would be available for 
the agencies.  
In what has become a heart-rending ritual, the process forces agencies to line up against each other and 
plead why their clients -- be they elderly, disabled, homeless or whatever -- deserve greater shares of 
funds.  
Councilman Jantz said that was why he was voting to cut them all off.  
"The thing that disturbs me most every year is it turns into a debate on which of these agencies is most 
worthwhile," he said. "The original intent (of the grants) was for bricks and mortar. . . . That's what we've 
got to get back to if we're going to be prudent and fiscally responsible to our citizens."  
Last year, the city doled out 12 percent of its $507,000 grant to nine agencies serving seniors, battered 
women, children and other needy groups. The allocations ranged from $2,250 to $13,095, averaging 
$6,900.  
All nine agencies -- plus two not funded last year -- asked for increases in 1994-95. The requests totaled 
$131,640, far more than the $82,000 available.  
The grant process is spread over three months, with Tuesday's hearing the second of three. The council 
will make final determinations next month at a meeting likely to draw protests from agencies appalled at 
this week's action.  
A staff report prepared for the council noted that La Mesa is behind on capital-improvement projects. The 
report recommended a gradual elimination of social funding, with a proposal to limit this year's allocations 
to 10 percent of the grant, or $55,105.  
Now, that money is to be tacked on to a recommended $182,000 for storm drain repairs. An additional 
$204,000 in capital outlays is proposed for making curb cuts in sidewalks on El Cajon Boulevard and 
University Avenue to bring them in compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act.  
Mayor Madrid and Councilwoman Sterling argued in vain to make the social-service cuts in two bites 
instead of at once.  
"I think we should show a little bit of compassion, a little bit of empathy," Madrid said.  
An administrator of one agency said yesterday that he was stunned by the council's decision.  
"I was quite surprised that they did it so abruptly," said James Richards, whose Meals on Wheels program 
serves about 1,000 elderly shut-ins in La Mesa.  
"I can't question their budget, but there's just as important an investment in people . . . as in bricks and 
mortar," he said. "It depends on where your priorities are." LaSuer referred to the social-service cuts later 
in Tuesday's meeting after an impassioned presentation by the head of a labor group representing city 
public works and general service employees.  



The leader, Sheila Garrett, argued against proposed pay cuts recommended by a citizens budget review 
committee.  
The committee was charged with finding ways to balance a looming $2 million shortfall in 1995-96. Pay 
cuts totaling $600,000 were suggested as part of a "three-legged stool" approach, with the other legs 
consisting of $900,000 in service consolidations and $700,000 in tax and fee increases.  
Responding to Garrett's presentation, which drew a standing ovation from about 20 employees at the 
meeting, LaSuer said the city should not fund social services while employees were facing pay cuts.  
The grants, however, are not part of the city's operating budget and are unrelated to the projected 
shortfall.  
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