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La Mesa business project founders 
Downtown BID district plan is withdrawn  
Jonathan Heller STAFF WRITER   
Published: July 3, 1999 
The local business community has spent the last year designing an economic engine to promote 
downtown.  
But that engine just won't start. 
The plan involves a system of self-imposed taxes on downtown businesses, levied through a Business 
Improvement District. 
The idea is to create enough revenue to market downtown special events like Oktoberfest and the Old-
fashioned Christmas Village, as well as other promotions that are currently handled by volunteers. The 
fees also would pay for a full-time staff person to oversee marketing efforts. 
Some business owners say this is the best way to ensure that downtown continues to thrive, while 
preventing burnout among the numerous small-business owners who volunteer their time to stage these 
events. 
But others argue that a tax by any other name is still a tax, and that they pay enough taxes already. 
The La Mesa Village Merchants Association, which has been championing the plan, withdrew it recently 
in the face of mounting opposition. But Gordon Austin, the association's president, is not ready to 
concede defeat. 
"It's on hold as far as we're concerned," Austin said. 
Nearly every city in the county has a Business Improvement District where local businesses tax 
themselves to pay for everything from sidewalk improvements to special events. The city of San Diego's 
Gaslamp Quarter is one of 18 such districts in that city alone. 
The La Mesa Village Merchants Association and the city staff began exploring the idea last fall, and held 
two public meetings with business owners. 
About 330 businesses fall within the proposed district, which would be bounded, roughly, by University 
Avenue, La Mesa Boulevard and Lemon Avenue. 
Each business would pay annual dues ranging from $50 to $850, depending on location, size and 
whether it is a restaurant, professional office or retail shop. Financial institutions would be assessed a flat 
fee of $750. 
Estimates penciled out by a private consultant showed the district raising $54,725 a year. 
Initially, the plan drew almost no opposition, said Judy Means, who recently resigned from the merchants 
association's board of directors 
"You're talking about the viability of a business district that already competes with mega-malls and large 
entertainment industries," said Means, owner of La Mesa Village Antiques. "An old downtown like this one 
has to compete with a lot. We can't offer tourist attractions like Seaport Village or La Jolla Cove." 
The City Council approved the plan in concept in late April, but it never came back for a final vote. Two 
public hearings were scheduled, then postponed and ultimately canceled by the association as opposition 
surfaced. 
Businesses wrote letters to City Hall, and 54 of them -- 16 percent of the core downtown district -- signed 
a petition in protest. 
"I love La Mesa. I love the activities. But in 23 years, I have never made a dime from any of them," wrote 
William Berry of Berry's World of Travel. "Don't force us to pay for someone else's brainstorm." 
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"This is a blank welfare check for certain interests in our city at the expense of the rest," wrote 
acupuncturist David Riley. 
The groundswell of opposition was enough to give the merchants association some pause. If a majority of 
the businesses did not support it, state law says the idea could not be reconsidered for another year. 
"The reality is, you don't want to cram this down the merchants' throats," Austin said. 
Means, the former association board member, said misinformation helped doom the plan. 
"Most business owners were either misinformed or uninformed," Means said. "A lot of people felt it was 
just another tax by government." 
At least two City Council members, Barry Jantz and Jay LaSuer, have voiced concerns that the 
assessment might be viewed as too onerous by some who already pay business license fees and 
property taxes to the city. 
While the Business Improvement District could not be created without City Council approval, all revenue 
collected through the assessments go directly to the district. The city has no say on how the money is 
spent. 
The East County Regional Chamber of Commerce, which also sponsors events in downtown La Mesa, 
chose not to take a position on the issue because its members were divided, said Terry Saverson, the 
chamber's president. 
But Saverson added that the chamber was interested in working with the merchants association and the 
city to further develop the idea or other alternatives. 
"It's important to us that La Mesa Village be successful," Saverson said. 
The City Council briefly debated whether to host a meeting with downtown businesses to hammer out the 
issue, but decided instead to let the city staff ponder alternatives first. 
The city could consider a range of options for channeling funds downtown, including federal Community 
Development Block Grants and parking meter revenue, officials said. The city also could pay for improved 
signage. Businesses also could adopt voluntary assessments. 
"What people want to achieve with the (business improvement district), everyone agrees on," said City 
Manager David Wear. "It's just the method."  
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