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Progress seen for delayed La Mesa project  
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After trying for almost a decade to get a multimillion dollar redevelopment project off the ground, the city 
thought it finally had a deal wrapped up earlier this year.  
The beleaguered La Mesa Village Plaza project, first proposed in 1979, had been hampered by a variety 
of woes -- ranging from reluctant lenders to a slow economy. Three developers had tried -- and failed -- to 
build the plaza, a combination of condominiums, office buildings, retail stores and a trolley station. 
Escrow on a 5.6-acre site at La Mesa Boulevard and Spring Street was ready to close in May and ground 
breaking was set for June. The fourth developer -- Commonwealth Cos. Inc. -- even had decided on a 
caterer for the ceremony. 
But a new problem suddenly surfaced, so to speak, when a routine environmental audit conducted on the 
site in May revealed that the soil was contaminated from diesel fuel and gasoline that had leaked into the 
ground years ago. So far two sources have been identified: underground storage tanks long since closed 
by the California Department of Forestry and a gasoline station that used to stand on the corner of Date 
Avenue and La Mesa Boulevard. 
A battery of subsequent tests revealed that the ground water was also contaminated. 
Prodded by two regulatory agencies, the city now must carry out further testing to find out the extent of 
the contamination, and then clean it up. 
How long that may take is anybody's guess, but this much is known: The contamination is not toxic, and 
the soil may not need much in the way of cleaning. 
To the city, it is another in a long list of delays to a project viewed as a catalyst for the revitalization of 
downtown. "It's utterly frustrating. It has been one stumbling block after another," said Janice Weinrick, 
the city's redevelopment administrator. 
Said Councilwoman Jerri Lopez: "There has been this blasted black cloud which has hung over us adding 
to the difficulty factor every time we turn around." 
But, five months after the discovery of the contamination, city officials may be on the verge of sewing a 
thread or two of silver into the lining of the black cloud. 
The council is scheduled to meet next week to consider a sixth amendment to the disposition and 
development agreement, which governs construction of the project. 
If approved by the council, it could clear the way for construction to take place at the same time the city 
pursues cleanup of the contamination. Ground breaking could take place as early as December. 
"We feel the project is finally progressing again," said Mayor Fred Nagel. 
But in order to get the project back on track, the city had to take a bold, and perhaps risky, step. 
The agency voted 4-1 on Oct. 11 to assume full responsibility for cleanup of the site -- even though the 
extent of the contamination spread, the sources of contamination and the costs of cleanup remain an 
unknown. 
"We have to be risk-takers and visionaries to start the ball rolling," Nagel said. "The contamination levels 
are low. We know we're not looking at a tremendous sum." 
The city, hoping the ground water contamination will be the last of the problems that have dogged the 
project, did not want to lose the lender or the developer. 
If that occurred, Nagel and Lopez said, the city would be stuck with a contaminated parcel of land it would 
have to clean up anyway. 
"We were in the classic double-bind," Lopez said. "We had to get off the dime. If we didn't, the lender 
would withdraw the loan. We would be back to square one." 
The City Council, in its role as the Redevelopment Agency, signed an agreement in 1985 with the fourth 
developer, Commonwealth The Sorrento Valley-based developer tried for two years to find a lender 
before it finally received an $18.2 million loan commitment from Home Savings of Kansas in March. Home 
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Savings, since replaced by a new lender, asked for the audit that led to the discovery of the soil and 
ground water contamination. 
Not all the council members support the project. Councilman Art Madrid has repeatedly voted against the 
project because he said the proposed development may pose a financial risk to the city. 
"We have not approached it in an intelligent, businesslike approach," Madrid said. "I want the project built 
but not at the expense of the community." 
Weinrick said the city, which has agreed to indemnify Chase Manhattan bank -- the project's new lender -- 
against having to pay for the cleanup, has to proceed cautiously because not much is known about just 
how much the city has to clean up. 
The city has spent more than $80,000 for a series of tests on the soil and ground water contamination to 
satisfy requirements of two agencies monitoring the situation, the state Regional Water Quality Control 
Board and the county Department of Health Services. 
But the water quality control board recently informed the city it needs more information before it can 
decide how much of the tainted water needs to be cleaned up. 
Weinrick, who characterized the amount of water underneath the site as "a trickle," said it could be weeks 
before the city knows the results of a third round of tests, which are expected to cost about $46,000. 
"It's a real puzzle," she said. "A very expensive puzzle." 
David Barker, a senior engineer with the Regional Water Quality Control Board, said the agency has 
issued the city an abatement order that asks the city to determine the vertical and horizontal extent of the 
contamination; where the contamination is migrating to; and the cost of cleaning up the site. 
Even though the ground water underneath the site is not used for anything, the board is concerned that it 
may migrate to ground water resources that are used for drinking and other purposes, he said. 
"Even if the ground water does not have any uses, it's not okay to just leave the contamination there," 
Barker said. 
Barker said that the contamination at the project site is not unusual. He said there are hundreds of similar 
cases throughout San Diego, Orange and Imperial counties. 
Once the extent of contamination is known, the city and county agencies will set up a remediation plan to 
clean up the tainted water. 
Last Tuesday, the council requested a hearing before the board to clarify exactly what it will be required 
to do under the abatement order. The city staff also is investigating whether to seek relief from some of 
the provisions in the order. 
Meanwhile, the developer is gearing up to close escrow and commence construction as soon as it can. 
The developer, which announced the new lender this month, must provide proof of financing at next 
week's City Council meeting. 
Frank DeFoe, president of Commonwealth, said earlier this month that the previous lender would not 
close escrow until it was given a guarantee it would not have to clean up the site. After the increased 
delays, the lender essentially told the developer "goodbye," DeFoe said. 
Commonwealth, which is developing the project in conjunction with CMS Development of Burbank, then 
recruited Chase Manhattan as a new lender.  
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