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City leaders' resort gathering 'not fun time' 
They say conference helps them steer through crisis  
Helen Gao STAFF WRITER   
Published: May 29, 2009 
Mayors and city council members from throughout California gathered in front of a San Diego fire station 
yesterday to denounce any effort to take local tax money to balance the state budget.  
One mayor after another said the lost revenue would hurt cities -- fewer firefighters, reduced library hours, 
unfilled potholes.  
After the news conference, the out-of-town visitors got on a tour bus and headed back to the Paradise 
Point Resort & Spa for a luncheon of gazpacho soup with blue crab, beef fillet and blueberry bread 
pudding.  
The League of California Cities is holding a three-day conference for about 200 mayors and council 
members at the resort on Vacation Isle in Mission Bay. The league helped plan the off-site news 
conference with San Diego Mayor Jerry Sanders.  
In most cases, taxpayers are picking up the travel and meal costs, $200 a night for accommodations, plus 
$500 per person in registration fees.  
A few council members opted to pay their own way, and others chose not to go. Attendance is down, and 
the league is re-evaluating whether to hold its conference next year.  
But officials say that, in times of financial crisis, city leaders have all the more reason to gather.  
"They can make a compelling case these things are important," said Brian Adams, professor of political 
science at San Diego State University. "It's a tough judgment call. Obviously, the lavishness of the 
conferences are important. If they want to cut costs, they can have their conferences in Bakersfield."  
Paradise Point, which is lushly landscaped and graced by meandering walking paths, describes its 
accommodations as first-rate on its Web site.  
"Tucked away in private pockets, the all-bungalow rooms are beautifully appointed and exude comfort 
and luxury," it says. "Spacious rooms are filled with light that underscores the natural beauty of the 
island's landscape."  
But Fountain Valley Councilwoman Cheryl Brothers isn't staying there.  
To save money, she's booked at a Super 8 Motel in Mission Valley for $56 a night. Brothers, who 
receives $500 a month for her city service, is paying her own way.  
She said her Orange County city is having to use reserves to meet obligations and has cut back on all 
travel unless it's related to mandatory training or certification.  
"It's a good opportunity to connect with my peers to get some best-practice ideas," Brothers said. "We are 
in the same sorry boat right now, plugging holes."  
Chris McKenzie, executive director of the League of California Cities, said the conference was booked far 
in advance, when the economy was healthy. He estimated that canceling the reservation would have 
meant losing more than $363,000. The league is supported by membership dues paid by cities, as well as 
fees it generates for providing services and programs to cities.  
"We struck a deal two years ago, and it was a different world," McKenzie said.  
To save money, the league has done away with sit-down dinners and the luncheon on the first day of the 
conference. For the first time, it's offering one-day registration, rather than requiring participants to pay for 
the whole conference.  



Given this year's low attendance and local governments' dire finances -- about 100 cities have declared 
they are in a state of severe financial hardship -- McKenzie said his organization will reassess whether to 
hold the conference next year, set for Monterey.  
Those attending rejected any suggestion that the conference is a junket. Many noted they are paid little or 
nothing to hold office.  
The conference provides them valuable education and guidance on how to do their job as elected 
officials, they said. Some are taking personal time off from work to attend.  
The conference covers the ins and outs of new legislation, tips on passing sales tax measures in tough 
economic times and the nuts and bolts of conducting city manager evaluations, among other topics.  
Other sessions explore the use of new technologies, such as Facebook and Twitter, to communicate with 
constituents, and offer insights on how to lobby legislators in Sacramento.  
Marilyn Librers, a Morgan Hill councilwoman elected in November, said she was there to learn about how 
other municipalities deal with foreclosures and promote redevelopment.  
"All this training is very important. I don't see this as party time. I see this as learning time," Librers said.  
Jim Ridenour, mayor of Modesto, which passed a resolution declaring a state of severe fiscal hardship 
Tuesday, said he also has no doubt that public money is well spent for him to be at the conference.  
"This is where we can get together and talk. It is very important now because of what the state is doing to 
us and the state of the economy," he said. "This is not fun time."  
About a dozen San Diego County elected officials are attending the conference, including Mayor Cheryl 
Cox of Chula Vista, Mayor Art Madrid of La Mesa, Councilman Bob Campbell of Vista, Councilman Mike 
Woiwode of Coronado and Councilwoman Teresa Barth of Encinitas. No San Diego City Council 
members were in attendance.  
A league official said she's not aware of anyone from the county staying overnight at the conference.  
Cox, whose annual mayoral salary is $118,000, is paying the conference fee through her office budget. 
She said the conference is a great networking opportunity where she can learn from her peers' successes 
and failures.  
"There are so many people who have had similar experiences from our own. You can get some real good 
ideas," Cox said. "Part of it is taking those ideas back and sharing it with our city manager."  
Madrid said the conference costs are "an investment, not an expense" for La Mesa. He said he strongly 
believes that in times of crisis, city officials need to come together.  
"Angels with one wing can only fly when they embrace each other," Madrid said. "We have to have this 
huge embracing activity so we can survive collectively or die collectively."  
Sanders said the decision to hold the news conference at the fire station, as opposed to the hotel, had 
nothing to do with public perception of the lush setting.  
"We wanted people to see what their cuts would actually be, with police and fire and libraries and all of 
that," Sanders said. "We thought it was important to have the visual of public safety to be held up."  
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