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Proposal to build high-rise looms over city's small-town sensibility  
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La Mesa residents talk proudly of their city's small-town character.  
Much of that identity is centered on the city's downtown village and nearby historic neighborhoods.  
While many wouldn't mind seeing a prominent corner near the heart of the city redeveloped, they are 
afraid a proposed high-rise more than twice as tall as any other building in La Mesa will clash with the 
community's image.  
"This is not a University Towne Centre with high-rise modern glass buildings," said Charles Bras, a 40-
year resident who was among the dozens of people who attended a public meeting on the topic this 
month at La Mesa City Hall. "This is a small town that we've had and we've tried to maintain that."  
Concerns are being triggered by a proposal for a mixed-use development of up to 18 stories that could 
include 500 residences or a few hundred hotel rooms, along with office and retail space.  
The tallest buildings in the city now stand at seven and eight stories.  
The proposed 6.5-acre site for the project, dubbed Park Station at the Crossroads of La Mesa, is on the 
southeast corner of El Cajon Boulevard and Baltimore Drive, within a short walk of the city's quaint 
downtown. Auto-related businesses now dot the property.  
Plans are still in the early stages, and an environmental impact report alone on the potential changes is 
expected to take 12 to 18 months to complete. But discussion has intensified already.  
Proponents bill the proposal as transit-oriented smart growth. It also could generate as much as $1 million 
in annual tax revenues and new jobs for the city. A park is expected to be included.  
A representative for developer South Baltimore LLC said that the longtime landowners anticipated 
concerns about the proposed height limits and that they invite feedback from the community.  
Chris Wahl, president of Southwest Strategies communications firm, called the site underutilized and 
emphasized that only a portion of the development would stretch to 18 stories under the proposal. Wahl 
said much of the proposal calls for development within the city's current height limits, with the tallest 
section in a corner closest to Interstate 8 and one of two trolley lines running through the city.  
He said it's early to say exactly what the project would look like, and that the architecture and landscaping 
features also "have to do with how you capture a character of a community."  
Communities around the nation have struggled over similar issues as they've tried to move beyond 
spread-out, low-density developments, said Ed McMahon, a senior resident fellow at the nonprofit Urban 
Land Institute in Washington, D.C. Climate change, energy costs, population growth, and unsustainable 
land uses such as strip malls contribute to the need for higher density and so-called smart-growth 
projects closer to public transportation, McMahon said.  
There are ways to do that without building high-rises, McMahon said.  
"It's got to be high-quality design," he said. "It can't be just the same glass and steel look-alike buildings."  
Whatever height the community eventually may decide on, residents may be pleasantly surprised by all 
the benefits, said Elyse Lowe, executive director of Move San Diego, a nonprofit that pushes for 
sustainable transportation and land-use development.  
"I understand how big change is hard to swallow," Lowe said. "If we want to be a city that's not stuck in 
traffic 50 years from now, we need to get more people using public transportation. We're not going to do it 
with the status quo."  



Bill Chopyk, La Mesa's director of planning and development services, said several cities around the 
region have considered or are considering similar types of developments. Community input in La Mesa 
will be important to the process, Chopyk said, and the La Mesa City Council will have the final say.  
Mayor Art Madrid declined to take a position on the proposal, saying he didn't want to influence the city's 
consideration process.  
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