
 

 
San Diego Union-Tribune, The (CA) 

La Mesa concerned as 8th manager leaves in 18 months  
Jonathan Heller STAFF WRITER   
Published: June 17, 1999 
After senior planner John Schmitz recently gave notice, becoming the eighth manager to leave City Hall 
in 18 months, the city took notice.  
The City Council now has directed City Manager David Wear to create an employee retention and 
recruitment program to help stem the brain drain. 
"Stability has always been the byword in La Mesa, so this concerns me," said Mayor Art Madrid. "Eight 
(managers) in 18 months is kind of a red flag." 
The exodus amounts to roughly 30 percent of the city's managerial work force. Also, about 5 percent of all 
nonsupervisory employees have quit in the same period. 
This comes after several years of staff reductions that occurred through attrition or layoffs. Since 1992, 
the City Council has eliminated about 15 percent of the work force. It now numbers 250. 
Some employees at the management level say that, after spending years trying to do "more with less" in 
light of the job cuts, they decided it was better just to move on. 
Six of the eight former managers left for higher-paying jobs with more responsibility in other cities. Of 
those interviewed for this story, all said they felt a sense of loyalty toward La Mesa and believed they 
were treated well. 
But some also said they had grown tired over the years of struggling with a frugal city budget that left 
resources lacking and workers stretched too thin. 
Susan Bigelow, who served as La Mesa city clerk for five years, was hired to do the same job in Chula 
Vista last December. 
"I was offered a new position where I would have the staff, resources and support to do what I felt I 
needed to do as a professional city clerk," Bigelow said. 
In making the jump, Bigelow received a 14 percent pay hike. She will earn $74,263 a year as of Jan. 1, 
2000, and have a heftier benefit package. She is the third-highest-paid city clerk of the county's 18 cities, 
excluding the city of San Diego. As La Mesa city clerk, her salary ranked 11th. 
Senior planner Schmitz recently was hired as community development director for Lemon Grove, where 
he starts later this month at a salary of $65,000, a $10,000 raise over his current pay. 
For Schmitz, it's mostly a career move. He had worked for La Mesa for nine years and realized that his 
upward mobility within the relatively small ranks of managers was limited. 
But he also said that working as a planner during the early 1990s, one of the region's worst economic 
downturns, was made even more difficult by the council's frugal fiscal policy. 
"They were forced to reduce staff, and the staff they could most afford to lose were in areas like 
planning," Schmitz said. "At some point, people get tired of juggling too many jobs and they start burning 
out." 
Economic hard times have forced La Mesa to cut 37 positions since 1992. 
Since the last round of cuts in 1996, the city has added five police officers, and it plans to add two more 
officers and three more police communications workers next fiscal year, said City Manager Wear. 
Also, Wear has asked the council to set aside $200,000 for temporary contract workers in information 
systems and landscape maintenance. 
Still, La Mesa -- a city of about 57,000 -- has one of the lowest staff-to-population ratios in the county, 
Wear said. 
"That's just the way La Mesa has operated for as long as I can remember," Wear said. "We've always had 
a small investment in staffing levels. It was exacerbated by the recession." 
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La Mesa lost its city engineer, Bob Warren, in March 1998 to the city of Dana Point and can't afford to 
replace him, Wear said. Warren made about $74,000 when he left, but the best candidate to come along 
so far has requested $110,000. 
The economic reality is that the city "just doesn't have the revenue to support more people," Wear said. 
As it is, about 70 percent of the city's expenditures go to salaries, benefits and training. As with many 
cities, about half of all La Mesa's revenue comes from a single, sometimes volatile source: the sales tax. 
City Councilwoman Donna Alm said that, while the departure of experienced managers concerned her, 
she understood why most of them left. 
"We don't pay as much as other cities because we're not that big," Alm said. "Once our employees 
become qualified in what they do, in order to advance in their careers they almost always have to go to a 
larger city." 
But that doesn't mean La Mesa can't do more to try to hold onto some of its better workers, Alm said. 
Hiring more workers to handle some of the burden would help, as would improving benefits, both of which 
are contemplated in next fiscal year's proposed budget. 
The proposed budget for the fiscal year beginning July 1 is $58.6 million, a 15.8 percent increase over the 
current budget. 
La Mesa's problems are not unique, said Rick Gittings, chairman of the City County Managers 
Association. 
"My sense is, smaller cities certainly have bigger problems than some cities with a lot of resources to 
keep top management," said Gittings, who is the city manager of another small city, San Marcos, in North 
County. 
All of the movement in management in La Mesa has created something of a buzz among the 
nonmanagerial ranks, where 11 workers quit in the past 18 months, said Sheila Garrett, president of 
Service Employees International Local 2028.  
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