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La Mesa may drop school fees  
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Developer fees collected by La Mesa to pay for building classrooms in Lemon Grove schools within the 
city's boundaries may be eliminated by the city council.  
Talk of the possibility surprised officials of the Lemon Grove School District, where the fees are used for 
some schools serving children who live in La Mesa. 
The money, collected from builders of homes in areas of La Mesa that are in the school district, is used 
for temporary classrooms. 
School officials had asked the La Mesa City Council to increase the fees, which were put into effect a 
year ago, by as much as $500 per home. 
After denying that request Dec. 10, council members asked for a review of the developer fee issue. A 
public hearing is scheduled Jan. 28, after which the council is to decide whether to continue collecting the 
fees. 
"How can they possibly do that in good conscience?" asked Lemon Grove school board President Dave 
Spisak. "That's inane. ... The council approves the building and we must take in the kids." 
Current fees are $996 for each single-family home, $762 per condominium, $498 per apartment and $180 
per mobile home. 
The eight-school district has 3,320 pupils, nearly 200 more than last year. Vista La Mesa Elementary 
School at 3900 Violet St. is the district's only school outside the Lemon Grove city limits. 
Sixty percent of the school's 354 pupils live in La Mesa. Other La Mesa residents attend Lemon Grove 
district schools, but only Vista La Mesa has that many. 
Lemon Grove school officials last year asked La Mesa to approve collection of developer fees, 
anticipating that new housing in the city would bring more children into the schools. 
Only $996 was collected as of two weeks ago, the latest figures available. In the past year, however, two 
temporary classrooms have been added to house 60 pupils at Vista La Mesa at a cost of $150,000 -- paid 
for by developer fees collected in Lemon Grove and San Diego. 
Two La Mesa developments -- the 603-unit Eastridge development and the 54-unit Murray Hill 
condominium project -- are expected to increase enrollment at Golden Avenue Elementary School and 
Vista La Mesa, said Assistant Superintendent Leona Bowersox. 
Both developments are being reviewed by La Mesa and aren't scheduled to be considered for city council 
approval until February and March, city officials said. 
Although the council voted unanimously to review the ordinance, its members are divided over whether to 
stop collecting the fees entirely. 
"We have an obligation to help our respective school districts and other entities," said Councilman Art 
Madrid, who supported the fee ordinance last year. "On this issue, if it's in the best interest of the total 
community, I will listen to anyone's view." 
Councilman Ed Senechal said: "The old ordinance was not right. It's antiquated. Like anything else, I want 
to hear all the stuff before I make up my mind." 
But Mayor Fred Nagel and council members Jerri Lopez and Ernest Ewin are against the fees and say 
they will remain that way. 
"It's an unfair tax that the developers pass on to the purchasers of homes or condos," Nagel said. "State 
governments are supposed to finance schools. ... I can't justify the fees." 
Nagel and Ewin said school districts should cooperate and shuttle pupils to schools that are underused, 
even if it means changing district boundaries. 
"The (school) board needs to start to look at more natural barriers to align the boundaries," Ewin said. "It 
would be a lot easier if school district boundaries were contiguous to cities' boundaries." 
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In the past year, 32 single-family homes have been built in La Mesa within the Lemon Grove School 
District, Bowersox said, but no fees were collected because the permits were issued before the fee 
ordinance was adopted. 
The Grossmont Union High School District asked a few months ago that developer fees be assessed in 
La Mesa, but the city council postponed a decision because the district has a case pending before the 
state Supreme Court challenging fees for permanent school construction. 
Although Grossmont won the battle shortly after appearing before the council, it has not yet returned for a 
decision. 
Warren Hogarth, superintendent of the La Mesa-Spring Valley School District, also was surprised at the 
council's action. 
"I don't know the rationale to their conclusion," he said, "but this is something we're seeing all around the 
county as a necessary means to construct schools, whether we like it or not.  
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