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La Mesa merchants aiming high 
Momentum builds for a downtown business improvement district  
Caroline Dipping Caroline Dipping is a Union-Tribune news assistant.   
Published: February 13, 1999 
Business improvement districts are all the rage these days. At last count, there were 1,000 business 
improvement districts nationwide.  
And the La Mesa Village Merchants Association wants to make it 1,001. 
The 38-member association and the city began considering the idea of forming a business improvement 
district, or BID, almost two years ago. Last fall, they hired local development and revitalization consultants 
Keyser Marston Associates to help form a BID. 
With such a district, merchants hope to beautify the area with hanging plants, new street-light fixtures, 
signs and an updated logo reflecting the village's look. Perhaps the biggest plum of having more funds 
through a BID would be the ability to hire a person to execute and promote all the special events currently 
coordinated by volunteer merchants. 
"We don't have enough time in the day to keep doing what we are doing," said Judy Means, past 
president of the merchants' association and owner of La Mesa Village Antiques. "Just to do the Old 
Fashioned Christmas, it takes at least 500 hours." 
Each year, the downtown area hosts several events including Oktoberfest, the Old-Fashioned Christmas 
Village and the Back to the 50's Car Show, which runs every Thursday for six months. In June, for the first 
time, the village will be the last stop in The Great Race, a weeks-long nationwide old-fashioned car rally. 
"These special events are wonderful, but we need to take the next step and promote the village on a 
year-round basis," said Means. "In order to do this, we must reach out to the larger area and grow our 
membership base. Then we can develop and implement a larger, professional marketing program." 
An all-volunteer merchants association like La Mesa's lacks the time and resources to launch a full-scale 
advertising campaign or beautification efforts. That's where a business improvement district can help. 
Typically, the improvement districts are formed in older commercial areas to give diverse businesses a 
unified voice and a source of funding for competing with newer stores and large shopping malls. The 
Gaslamp Quarter, Old Town San Diego and La Jolla's Prospect Street are among the 18 business 
improvement districts in the city of San Diego. 
In La Mesa, Keyser Marston identified 320 businesses in two zones, the first along La Mesa Boulevard 
and the second beyond the downtown core, to create a proposed district, said Paul C. Marra, principal for 
Keyser Marston. 
Two public meetings were held, one in November and one last month, to give business owners a chance 
to ask questions and hear about benefits from executive directors of established BIDs. 
Owners were told their fees could range from $50 to $350, depending on the type of business, number of 
employees and their location within the two zones. 
For example, an office in the outlying zone, which wouldn't really benefit from more business in the area, 
would pay less than a restaurant in the heart of the village, which could reap the rewards of advertising 
and special events that draw people to the area, Marra said. Annual dues would be mandatory and 
attached to the business owner's license. 
"If we can raise about $50,000 from the fee structure, we would have enough to support one paid staff 
person and incidentals," Marra said. 
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"I'm very much a strong proponent of the BID," Means said. "Thirty-eight merchants out of a possible 200 
businesses that face the boulevard are paying the freight at this time. I'd like to see more people get 
involved." 
"Right now, we (the merchants association) raise about $2,700 in dues annually," she added. "That's 
pretty much nothing. Everything else, we have to fund-raise and earn from our events." 
The city is also expected to contribute financially, but until the improvement district is officially in place, it's 
not known how much the city will allot, said Elke Ertle, community development specialist and an 
association member. It will depend on how much the district can raise on its own and what funds the city 
has available. 
The next step is a public hearing in the next several weeks where everyone will receive a report on what 
their fees will be and what the specific uses of the money will be. As long as there is not a negative 
majority, the La Mesa City Council may, at its discretion, adopt the BID, when it receives the formal 
proposal this spring. 
If a majority of business owners formally protest the proposal in writing, a business improvement district 
can't be formed. By state law, proponents would have to wait one year before reapplying for a business 
improvement district. 
A BID is an effective tool against megamalls, which are constantly reinventing themselves in 
environments where people can spend a lot of time and money, Marra said. 
"Malls are trying to look like Main Streets with their storefronts and their mix of nonretail uses, such as ice 
skating, restaurants and movies," he said. "La Mesa has a perfectly charming downtown that, unless it 
has a BID, is going to have a hard time continuing to compete with malls that have money to invest and 
centralized advertising and promotion."  
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1. Village theme: La Mesa merchants have long considered joining together to upgrade their central 
business district. (Ed. 1) 2. Supporter: Antiques dealer Judy Means cited the need for a BID. (Ed. 1) 
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