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Not all cities in the county are alike when it comes to the hospitality they extend to condominium conversion 
projects.  
In fact, some are downright inhospitable. 
El Cajon, eager to boost its low homeownership rate, enthusiastically welcomes conversion proposals, while other 
cities such as Vista and La Mesa have regulations in place that tend to discourage, if not prohibit, such 
developments. 
La Mesa Mayor Art Madrid minces no words when he talks about his distaste for the conversion of apartments 
into condominiums. The city curtails such projects by tying the number of apartments that can be redeveloped as 
condos to the yearly average of new apartments built during a two-year period. 
Because few new apartments are built in La Mesa, few conversions take place. 
"In a tight housing market, it's grossly unfair and immoral to evict people so we can have someone reap a profit," 
said Madrid. "If these tenants could buy, they wouldn't be living in a rental unit. I have nothing against people who 
are entrepreneurial but not at the expense of putting people out on the street." 
Even tougher rules are in place in Vista, where conversions of complexes built originally as apartments have been 
prohibited since 1988. Vista City Planner Patrick Richardson said the prohibition was enacted to stem the 
depletion of the city's rental housing as more and more apartments were converted to condos in the late 1970s. 
"By converting the existing apartments into homeownership, you're removing affordable housing from the market," 
Richardson pointed out, "and there's no mechanism to ensure those (for sale) units will be priced so that the 
people living there will be able to afford them." 
El Cajon Mayor Mark Lewis cannot envision any downside to the expansion of the condominium inventory, 
especially in his own city, which for years has been dominated by apartment buildings. 
"I've never seen anyone graffiti their own house," Lewis is fond of saying when talking about the benefits of 
homeownership. "People are upset that they can't pick up and move to another apartment. Well, we're not going 
to build any more apartments. 
"(Displaced) renters will seek out areas that are suitable for their incomes. Believe me, they're survivors. My 
sympathies go to people who have a hard time, but everybody should have the right to own their own home at a 
fair and decent price." 
National City is similarly receptive to condo conversion projects, but that has only been a recent phenomenon. 
Until a couple months ago, the city had a longstanding provision in its zoning ordinance prohibiting such 
conversions. But recently the code was amended to permit conversion projects in response to an appeal from an 
applicant, according to Planning Director Roger Post. 
In the city of San Diego, where a number of older communities have seen an explosion of conversion projects, 
there are growing calls for the city to address the effects on low-income renters. 
Up until three years ago, the city required developers seeking to convert apartments into condominiums to 
provide elderly, low-income and disabled tenants with relocation assistance when the vacancy rate was under 5 
percent. The city chose not to renew that provision when it revised its land development code in 2000. 
San Diego City Councilwoman Toni Atkins said she is concerned enough about the growing number of 
conversions that she has asked that the matter be brought to the council's Land Use and Housing Committee for 
discussion. 
"I'm a little bit concerned that something is happening here and we don't really know whether the scales are 
tipped one way or the other," said Atkins, whose district includes a number of older communities in the central 
city. 
"If what is happening here means we're losing a stock of rental units we need, it may mean the city needs to look 
at whether we need to assist in the production of more multifamily units. We're already behind the eight ball in 
terms of our affordable housing crisis, and this could make the problem harder for families who want to rent and 
can't get into the homeownership market."  
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