
 

 

 

May 27, 2020 
 
Council President Georgette Gómez 
City Administration Building 
202 "C" Street, 10th Floor 
San Diego, CA 92101 
 
RE: Support for Community Planning Groups and Housing Production During COVID-19 
 
Dear Council President Georgette Gómez: 
  
On behalf of Circulate San Diego, whose mission is to create excellent mobility choices and vibrant, 
healthy neighborhoods, I write to recommend ways for the City of San Diego to support Community 
Planning Groups (CPGs) and housing production goals during the COVID-19 crisis. We also must reiterate 
the need for reform to democratize and increase access to CPGs, the need for which has become more 
visible during this crisis. 
 
Nationally, organizations like the ACLU Voting Rights Project are advocating for vote-by-mail, and other 
protections to ensure that every voter has the ability to participate in our democracy during the COVID-
19 crisis.1 The same values we support for elections to national office must also apply to our most local 
offices.  
 
Over the last few years, Circulate San Diego,2 the City Auditor,3 and the County Grand Jury4 have all 
argued for reforms to Community Planning Groups (CPGs) to comply with the law and our shared 
democratic values. In December, the City Council’s Land Use and Housing Committee voted to move 
reforms forward.5 To date, the recommendations from the Land Use and Housing Committee have not 
been docketed for consideration by the full City Council. Circulate continues our support for these 
recommendations and asks Council President Gómez to bring the reforms forward to the full City 
Council to provide formal direction to the City Attorney.  
 

I. The role of CPGs in housing development must be clarified during the COVID-19 pandemic 
 
The need for homes did not wane even while the COVID-19 crisis overtook housing as the top focus at 
every level of government. In fact, as the economy sputters, the cost of homes will continue to 
negatively impact San Diegans’ ability to make ends meet. 
 
Information Bulletin 620, created by the San Diego Development Services Department, exists for the 
sole purpose of detailing the formal process for CPGs to review development projects, including all 
discretionary housing developments.6 It requires project applicants to seek the recommendation of 

 
1 Dale Ho, Op-Ed: Voting by Mail Will Save the 2020 Election, March 12, 2020, available at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/12/opinion/coronavirus-election-vote-mail.html.  
2 Circulate San Diego, Democracy in Planning (February 12, 2018), available at 
http://www.circulatesd.org/democracyinplanning.  
3 City Auditor of the City of San Diego, Performance Audit of Community Planning Groups (December 2018), 
available at https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/19-013_community_planning_groups.pdf.  
4 County of San Diego Grand Jury, Report on Community Planning Groups (April 18, 2018), available at 
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/grandjury/reports/2017-
2018/SanDiegoCommunityPlanningGroups.pdf.  
5 City of San Diego Land Use and Housing Committee, Meeting Minutes for December 5, 2019, available at 
https://onbase.sandiego.gov/OnBaseAgendaOnline/Meetings/ViewMeeting?id=1713&doctype=2.  
6 City of San Diego, Information Bulletin 620, Coordination of Project Management With Community Planning 
Committees (August 2018), available at https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/dsdib620.pdf. 
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CPGs as part of the project submittal and approval process. This requirement is reinforced by the 
Administrative Guidelines for Community Planning Groups, which explain in detail how a CPG is required 
to make a "formal recommendation" pursuant to Information Bulletin 620.7 A separate additional 
burden exists for 100 percent affordable developments. Under the Municipal Code, all projects built 
using the City’s Affordable Housing Fund must be reviewed by a CPG.8 
 
The Planning Department recently brought forward a series of temporary amendments to the governing 
documents of CPGs, Council Policy 600-24, which included allowing CPGs to continue to meet virtually if 
they choose to do so.9 However, Information Bulletin 620 was not waived and the temporary 
amendments did not specifically state that housing development projects would not be delayed.  
 
The Planning Department must coordinate with Development Services Department (DSD) to ensure that 
DSD staff are appropriately informing developers about the change in process and not unknowingly 
creating delays. Specifically, the City must clearly communicate the suspension of requirements for CPG 
review, when the relevant CPG is not meeting or conducting normal business. If the Mayor’s 
administration cannot do this under their current emergency powers, then the City Council must act to 
amend the relevant Council Policies and Municipal Code sections.  
 

2. CPGs must be democratic, during the COVID-19 pandemic and after 
 
An analysis by the City Attorney released in December established that CPG reform is not only 
recommended, it is legally required.10 Circulate concurs with the City Attorney that action by the City 
Council is necessary. The legal issues raised by the City Attorney and earlier by Circulate San Diego11 
highlight the immediate need to ensure the accessibility and democratic participation in CPGs. 
 
In the past couple months, many CPGs were unable to hold their regularly scheduled elections. Planning 
Department staff have permitted termed out CPG members to continue to serve in their role, and 
elections are postponed indefinitely until the time when CPGs are able to meet again in-person.  
 

 
7 City of San Diego, Administrative Guidelines for Implementation of Council Policy 600-24 (Last Amended 
September 2015), available at 
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/legacy//planning/community/pdf/adminguidelinesfinal10sept2015.
pdf, pages 27-29 (section 7). 
8  City of San Diego Municipal Code section 98.0510(a), available at 
http://docs.sandiego.gov/municode/MuniCodeChapter09/Ch09Art08Division05.pdf . 
9 City of San Diego, R-2020-451, A resolution of the Council of the City of San Diego Establishing a Temporary 
Amendment of Council Policy 600-24, In Response to the Novel Coronavirus COVID-19 Emergency (April 13, 2020), 
available at https://onbase.sandiego.gov/OnBaseAgendaOnline/Documents/ViewDocument/R-2020-
451%20Cor.%20Copy%202.pdf?meetingId=3878&documentType=Agenda&itemId=189144&publishId=372775&isS
ection=false.  
10 Office of the City Attorney of the City of San Diego, Preliminary Legal Analysis of City Council Policy 600-24 
Related to City of San Diego Community Planning Groups (December 3, 2019), available at 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/circulatesd/pages/211/attachments/original/1580656540/Response_fro
m_City_Attorney_-_2019-12-10_-_RC-2019-9.pdf?1580656540, hereinafter referred to as the “Analysis.”   
11 Circulate San Diego, Legal Concerns with Structure of City of San Diego’s Community Planning Groups, April 4, 
2019, available at 
http://www.circulatesd.org/memo_legal_concerns_with_structure_of_city_of_san_diego_s_community_planning
_groups.  
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Nationally, alarms have been raised that President Trump may seek to delay the November election,12 or 
to prevent voters from exercising their rights.13 Some courts have even overturned efforts to delay or 
cancel elections.14 Advocates for democracy have loudly denounced any efforts to disrupt our national 
elections, and have advocated for new policies and funding to enhance voter participation.15 
 
The cancelation of a public election should be considered as a serious threat to a functioning democracy, 
even if that election is at the most hyper-local level. In any other context, the indefinite postponement 
of an election would raise serious concerns by decisionmakers and the public at large. The indefinite 
delay of CPG elections should be addressed immediately instead of punted to a future point in time.  
 
A clear remedy would be to elevate CPG elections to the general election ballot along with elections for 
every other level of government. Putting CPG elections on the ballot, like the County of San Diego 
already does with their CPGs, would increase democratic participation in CPGs and keep them from 
experiencing a future reoccurrence of cancelled elections due to unforeseen circumstances.  
 
If the City Council chooses not to require elections for CPGs, then they must separate CPGs from the 
City’s decisionmaking process, as we have outlined in a previous letter.16 The City currently grants CPGs 
a number of important powers in City decisionmaking, both in City policy and through the Municipal 
Code. Those powers can only be appropriate if CPGs are open, accessible, and governed by regular and 
fair elections. If CPGs are meant to be the voice of the public in decisionmaking, then the public must be 
allowed to participate.  
 
In addition, CPGs need support for their newly virtual meetings. While in-person meetings create 
barriers for working people, parents, and students, virtual meetings may create barriers for older adults, 
the hearing impaired, and people without internet access. San Diego should provide technical support 
and encourage more outreach to ensure that all members of communities are aware and able to 
participate in their CPG. The City should also ensure that virtual opportunities to participate continue 
when CPG meetings resume in-person. 
 
IV.  Conclusion 
 
An analysis by the City Attorney released in December established that reform for CPGs is not only 
recommended, it is legally required.17 Circulate concurs with the City Attorney that action by the City 
Council is necessary.  
 

 
12 Eric Lutz, “Trump May Just Decide Not To Have An Election In November, Biden Warns,” Vanity Fair, April 24, 
2020, available at https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2020/04/trump-may-just-decide-not-to-have-an-election-in-
november-biden-warns.  
13 Charles T. Clark, “A crippled US Postal Service could throw a wrench in November election for San Diego and 
beyond,” San Diego Union Tribune, May 4, 2020, available at 
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/politics/story/2020-05-04/a-crippled-us-postal-service-could-
throw-a-wrench-in-the-november-election-for-san-diego-and-beyond.  
14 Matt Stevens and Nick Corasaniti, “New York Must Hold Democratic Presidential Primary, Judge Rules,” May 5, 
2020, available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/05/us/politics/ny-presidential-primary.html. 
15 American Civil Liberties Union, “This is No Time to Play Politics with our Democracy,” March 23, 2020, available 
at https://www.aclu.org/news/voting-rights/this-is-no-time-to-play-politics-with-our-democracy.  
16 Circulate San Diego, Memo: Options for the City Council on Community Planning Group Reform (March 5, 2020), 
available at 
http://www.circulatesd.org/memo_options_for_the_city_council_on_community_planning_group_reform.  
17 Office of the City Attorney of the City of San Diego, Preliminary Legal Analysis of City Council Policy 600-24 
Related to City of San Diego Community Planning Groups (December 3, 2019), available at 
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/circulatesd/pages/211/attachments/original/1580656540/Response_fro
m_City_Attorney_-_2019-12-10_-_RC-2019-9.pdf?1580656540, hereinafter referred to as the “Analysis.”   
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Immediate issues that have been created or exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis require immediate 
solutions. Our democracy must be guarded at all levels, and not take a backseat during a time of crisis. 
The same values we want to protect for our elections to national office must also apply to local offices 
like CPGs. 
 
Housing must not be delayed as a result of the inability of a CPG to meet during COVID-19. The City of 
San Diego must create a plan for democratic and accessible elections to take place, and ensure that all 
interested community members can to participate in CPG meetings held virtually or in-person. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

Maya Rosas, Director of Policy 
Circulate San Diego 

Ricardo Flores, Executive Director 
LISC San Diego 
 

Andy Hanshaw, Executive Director 
San Diego County Bicycle Coalition 
 

Sustainable Growth Community Planners 

 
 
 
CC: 

Mayor Kevin Faulconer  
City Attorney Mara Elliott  
Council President Pro Tem Barbara Bry 
Councilmember Jennifer Campbell 
Councilmember Chris Ward 
Councilmember Monica Montgomery 
Councilmember Mark Kersey 
Councilmember Chris Cate 
Councilmember Scott Sherman 
Councilmember Vivian Moreno 
Planning Director Michael Hansen 
Development Services Director Elyse Lowe 


