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La Mesa fire crew crowed, Replacing station is high city priority  
Jonathan Heller STAFF WRITER   
Published: August 14, 1999 
To get an idea of the cramped conditions at the city's Fire Station 11, you only have to peek into the 
bathroom.  
Four shower stalls, four sinks, two toilets. All for about 10 guys working 24-hour shifts. 
You do the math. 
Fire Engineer Tim Campbell, preparing dinner for eight in a kitchen with only one sink and stove, just 
shrugs. 
"We make it work," he says. "It just takes a lot of coordination." 
Replacing the 47-year-old fire station and adjacent fire headquarters on Allison Avenue is one of the 
highest priorities in the city's civic center master plan, a long-term blueprint for refurbishing La Mesa's 
local government complex. 
La Mesa is not alone. As cities have grown and firefighting technology has advanced, all of East County's 
cities have found themselves in the same position. 
El Cajon and Lemon Grove built centralized fire headquarters in the late 1980s. Santee is scheduled to 
open bids for a $2 million fire station next week. 
In La Mesa, the City Council is expected to consider detailed architectural and financing plans late this 
year or early in 2000. The station and headquarters building are estimated to cost between $2 million and 
$3 million. 
City Manager David Wear said construction could begin about two years after the council adopts the 
plan. 
Meanwhile, Fire Station 11's crew holds training sessions in a room that doubles as the TV lounge, lifts 
weights in a corner of the bay that holds two enormous fire trucks and sleeps in a single room with eight 
bunks. (Two on-duty paramedics sleep in separate quarters upstairs.) 
The lack of any women on the force has saved the city from having to address the shower and sleeping 
arrangements sooner. 
Publicly, few firefighters gripe about the crowded facility. They make do in a number of ways. 
Snakelike hoses vent exhaust from the fire trucks away from people trying to pump iron. Firefighters 
fashioned an oval-shaped table to maximize eating space in the narrow, red-tiled kitchen. Hanging racks 
and equipment bags occupy many rooms that have no storage space. 
But there's not much they can do about the too-small lockers next to the bathrooms, except leave clothing 
and other belongings on the floor while they shower. "You have to check your underwear before you put it 
on to make sure it's yours," joked one firefighter. 
They grin and bear it when asked about the communal sleeping arrangements. 
"We're elbow to elbow," Fire Engineer Lee Secciani said with a chuckle. "There are probably two guys on 
each shift who snore pretty loud on a regular basis." 
On holidays, when families show up to eat with the on-duty crew, firefighters pull the engines out into the 
driveway and set up tables in the bay. 
The most urgent concerns are the outdated air-conditioning, heating and plumbing systems, said Fire 
Chief Doug Matter. The building also does not meet modern earthquake standards. 
Small as it is, the building has been maintained well. 
"The building itself is not falling down around us," Matter said. "It's just overcrowded." 
"These guys will make anything work," said Campbell. "It's a tribute to this old building. She's held up real 
well, but she's tired." 
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Time caught up with El Cajon's fire headquarters more than a decade ago. El Cajon built a state-of-the-art 
fire headquarters downtown in 1986, and is now planning to replace a neighborhood fire station on Third 
Street that its crew has outgrown, said Mayor Mark Lewis. 
Lemon Grove planners designed a roomy complex in 1988 that houses not just a fire station but an 
emergency operations center, community meeting rooms and the Recreation Department's administrative 
offices.  
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