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La Mesa park volunteers save money, promote pride  
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Some people ask you to adopt orphans from the Third World or trees in the rain forest. Others want you to take in 
stray animals.  
Norrie West wants you to adopt a park. 
West, a retired public relations director, is at the helm of a program the city of La Mesa began several years ago 
to have volunteers help with the upkeep of its 14 city parks. 
"I grew up in this town during the '20s and '30s. It's my hometown and I feel strongly about it," West said. 
Trash cleanup is the main function of park volunteers and the amount varies depending on the size and use of 
parks. Most of the lots need the most help after the weekends when many trash cans are filled to capacity after 
picnickers have left. 
Volunteers also are asked to keep an eye out for graffiti, rake leaves or sweep sidewalks when needed. In 
exchange for their help, volunteers get their name on a plaque at the park. 
Just a month after taking over the program, West has found sponsors for most of the parks and only needs to get 
three more adopted: Harry Griffin, Vista La Mesa and MacArthur parks. Sponsors of other parks run the gamut 
including Costco, Rolando Elementary School, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and local retirees. 
The big draw for park volunteers seems to be a combination of giving back and getting outside. 
"I've been retired for three years and was getting kind of bored," said John Lehotsky, 68, a former life insurance 
broker who recently adopted the 5-acre Northmont Park. "This is physical activity and I like to get out there in the 
outdoors." 
Many folks turn it into a family affair. 
"It helps teach our children to take ownership in their community," said Kathy Mellor, 37, who periodically takes 
her three kids to clean up Aztec park with their church group. 
But adopting a park is just a slice of the myriad of volunteer services the city of La Mesa gets from its residents 
every year. 
From monitoring parking meters, to administrative support at city offices, to helping the police and fire 
departments, more than 400 volunteers are a steady part of the landscape within most city departments. 
Mayor Art Madrid spearheaded the massive volunteer effort nearly a decade ago, not only to tap into the talents 
of community members but to save a buck. 
And after extensive staff cutbacks in the early 1990s, Madrid said the volunteers have made it possible for the city 
to keep up critical services with limited funds. 
"It's an orchestrated process matching the interest of volunteers to assignments," Madrid said of the program he 
calls his pride and joy. "We respect that they bring talents. They bring fresh approaches and ideas. They're not 
just a warm body." 
Madrid notes that today, the 72 senior volunteers at the Police Department actually outnumber the 65 officers. 
And it's no coincidence that the volunteer program is based at the city's senior center. More than three-quarters of 
the city's volunteers are seniors. 
"It makes them feel like a viable part of the community," said Judy Spaner, who heads the center and coordinates 
the volunteer program. 
"They feel they're making a difference and they are. You would not be able to distinguish volunteers from staff at 
virtually any city department. That's the ultimate in successful volunteerism." 
Spaner said since the program was started in 1991, more than 1,700 volunteers have filled 175 positions in city 
government, logging 350,000 hours of service and saving the city more than $4 million. 
Recently, Spaner said, other cities such as Encinitas and Lemon Grove have begun inquiring about adapting the 
program to their cities. 
For more information on volunteering for La Mesa city programs, call (619) 464-0505. For information on the 
Adopt-a-Park program, call (619) 469-1381.  
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