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La Mesa hires specialized law firm to handle pollution cleanup claims  
Donald Coleman Tribune Staff Writer   
Published: November 11, 1988 
The La Mesa City Council has hired a law firm specializing in environmental law to file claims against the 
state and others believed responsible for polluting soil and water in the city's stalled downtown 
redevelopment project.  
Sitting as the community redevelopment agency, the council earlier this week in a 4-1 vote approved 
hiring the San Diego firm of Dorazio, Barnhorst & Bonar. 
"It's one of the few firms which has had experience in environmental law because of the newness of the 
subject," said Mayor Fred Nagel. "Their track record is a good one. 
"They'll seek to recover, from all those responsible for the contamination, the agency's costs of cleaning 
up, plus damages and legal fees." 
Councilman Art Madrid voted against approval of the contract with the law firm, saying that the city 
attorney and city staff could perform the services. The law firm's contract calls for legal fees, ranging from 
$25 to $170 per hour. Madrid has opposed the council majority in the approval of most of the steps in 
dealing with the redevelopment project. 
Nagel said the California Department of Forestry and the Union Oil Co. will be among those targeted for 
possible recovery of cleanup costs. The CDF at one time had underground gasoline storage tanks on the 
5.6-acre redevelopment site at La Mesa Boulevard and Spring Street. Union Oil had storage tanks at a 
former service station on La Mesa Boulevard to the south of the agency's site. 
Hargis & Associates, the agency's geological consultants in the cleanup, has said that the contamination 
also might be due to off-site sources. 
"Anyone who had gasoline storage tanks in that area will be looked at very closely," said Steven P. 
McDonald of the law firm, adding that a strategy will be developed to "shift the (agency's) liability for 
cleanup and to recoup money spent by the agency." 
"We'll be looking hard at the Department of Forestry as someone who has responsibility." 
Recovery will be sought through negotiations or possible lawsuits, McDonald said, "to ensure that the 
parties truly responsible for contamination of the ground water pay for the cleanup." 
Construction of the La Mesa Village Plaza, a redevelopment project of condominiums and office and retail 
buildings, has been stalled since June when an environmental audit revealed the site contamination. 
The redevelopment agency agreed to begin planning the cleanup of contaminated soil so construction 
can proceed. The developer is the Commonwealth Cos. Inc., of Sorrento Valley. 
McDonald's law firm, in addition to targeting responsible parties, will represent the agency in dealing with 
the Regional Water Quality Board in complying with state laws to clean up the contamination. 
The board's staff has said that plaza construction can proceed once a cleanup plan has been approved. 
Commonwealth's lender, Chase Manhattan Bank, has said that escrow for Commonwealth's $18.5 
construction loan could close around March 15 if the bank receives certain assurances regarding the 
cleanup. 
McDonald said he will represent the agency "in respect to the demands of Chase Manhattan. Our firm 
has had experience in dealing with and understanding the concerns of lending institutions where the 
cleanup of hazardous wastes are involved."  
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