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Background
The County of San Diego County’s Healthy Cities, 
Healthy Residents (HCHR) program supports 
community-based organizations (CBOs) achieve 
policy goals related to active transportation, access 
to healthy food, and placemaking. From 2017-2019, 
the County has worked with three CBOs in the region. 
They are Vista Community Clinic in the City of Vista, 
International Rescue Committee in El Cajon, and 

Environmental Health Coalition (EHC) in National 
City. Circulate San Diego is contracted by the County 
to provide the three CBOs technical assistance for 
their active transportation initiatives. This report will 
focus on the support provided to EHC to identify and 
champion a policy solution to improve pedestrian 
safety in Old Town, National City.

ibackground



“We believe that 
transportation and land 
uses should encourage 
physical activity, clean 
air, and safe use of our 

streets and roads.”
- CIRCULATE SAN DIEGO
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EHC has been working towards this goal in National 
City and other underserved communities in the region, 
for nearly 40 years. This long legacy of work provides 
EHC with unparalleled experiential and community 
expertise. 

The Westside Specific Plan (WSP), adopted by the City 
Council of National City in 2010, outlines several goals 
for improving conditions for people who walk and bike. 
National City has made major advancements towards 
implementing this plan, in large part, by successfully 
obtaining large grants to fund capital improvement 
projects. 

EHC and community members have identified 
additional efforts that can improve safety in the WSP 
area. They have felt the burden of having a major 
freeway bisect a community and the literal division 
it creates. This first-hand experience informed the 
anecdotal and qualitative data for how to further 

improve safety in Old Town for pedestrians and 
bicyclists.

But even with all this information, EHC recognized 
the need to provide quantitative data to back up their 
assumptions. This reality prompted EHC to apply to 
be an HCHR community to work with the County and 
outside consultants to obtain community support, 
partner with the City of National City, and advance 
data-oriented strategies to improve community health.

One of the main HCHR program deliverables is to 
pursue an active transportation policy change that 
will improve pedestrian and bicyclist safety. This 
effort can either aim to improve an existing policy or 
support the development of a new one. To assist EHC 
to make an informed decision about the best policy 
approach to achieve their goals, Circulate put together 
a comprehensive policy scan to provide them with 
options for how to move forward.

Statement of Need
The Environmental Health Coalition is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to 
“achiev[e] environmental and social justice.” 1

1  Environmental Health Coalition (2018), from https://www.environmentalhealth.org/index.php/en/who-we-are/mission
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Program Priorities

3
2
1

Obtain quantifiable information about street safety 
in Old Town, National City.

Identify infrastructure and policy solutions to 
address safety concerns.

Support the HCHR Coalition in their efforts to 
improve an existing policy or develop a new policy 
that will address their specific safety concerns.

5program priorities
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The effort was conducted by EHC staff and volunteers 
in the Fall of 2017, and later in the Fall of 2018. The 
surveys were based on the Pedestrian Environmental 
Quality Index (P.E.Q.I.) model, which is a quantitative 
observation tool originally developed by the San 
Francisco Department of Public Health and updated 
by the Center of Occupational and Environmental 
Health at UCLA.2

The survey effort did present some challenges. The 
volunteer nature of the survey process resulted in 
data collection that was not always consistent. Also, 
the change between technical assistance providers 
mid-way through the project made the data difficult 
to analyze and compare. Nonetheless, the process of 
surveying the WSP area by residents helped develop the 
Coalition’s familiarity with the area, and the principles 
of improving the built environment to improve safety. 
The effort helped inform the perspective of residents 
who participated in the budget recommendations 
detailed later in this document.

On-the-Ground 
Evaluations
As a part of this project, the Coalition performed on-the-ground observations and 
analysis for existing conditions.

2  Center for Occupational & Environmental Health. P.E.Q.I. Retrieved from http://www.peqiwalkability.appspot.com/about.jsp
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 o National City residents

 o Environmental Health Coalition 

 o Port of San Diego 

 o County of San Diego 

 o City of National City 

Healthy Cities, 
Healthy Residents
At the start of the project, EHC convened a coalition comprised of city staff, residents, 
and other community stakeholders to serve as an advisory board on the active 
transportation component of the HCHR program.

Healthy Cities, Healthy Residents 
Coalition Key Members

 o Paradise Creek Educational Park Inc. 

 o Circulate San Diego 

 o Olivewood Gardens

 o Mundo Gardens

The Coalition, which meets regularly at the EHC offices, is 
instrumental to charting the project path forward. During 
the first year of the three-year program, the Coalition 
decided to focus its attention on improving pedestrian 
and bicyclist conditions in Old Town, National City.

This report will exclusively refer to this group as the 
Coalition, and the Environmental Health Coalition as EHC 
to avoid confusion.

9HCHR
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Existing Policies and Plans
A comprehensive policy scan was completed to determine existing and proposed 
plans and policies that could already be working towards the goals outlined by the 
Coalition. Below is a roundup of those documents, with brief explanations for why 
they are relevant to the Coalition's work, and recommendations for how they can be 
leveraged to support the Coalition's goals.  

National City General Plan
Every city in California is required to have a General Plan, 
which is the overarching framework for how a city will 
develop for the next several decades. It is a long-range 
document that is mandated to contain a minimum 
of seven prescribed elements, including circulation. 

Circulation is a blanket term to describe how people get 
around. It encompasses all modes of travel, including 
cars, bikes, pedestrians, and public transit. National City’s 
General Plan was adopted by its City Council in 2011.

Westside Specific Plan
A specific plan is a planning document that examines 
mobility, land use, and urban design in a focused 
geographic boundary. The Westside Specific Plan (WSP) 
was adopted by City Council in 2010. In the case of the 
WSP, the focus area is what is traditionally referred to as 
Old Town, National City. The WSP outlines several goals for 
improving conditions for people who walk and bike. The 
plan also offers several strategies for how to accomplish 
these goals, including “implement[ing] traffic calming 
methods to slow driving speeds and improve pedestrian 
friendliness and safety.” 3  

While the WSP is nearly tens years old, it is still the most 
relevant planning document for Old Town, National 
City that directly addresses the objectives of the HCHR 
Coalition. 

Recommendation: Advocate for improvements that will 
help National City achieve the goals that they set in the 
Westside Specific Plan.

3  City of National City, Development Services Department. “Final Westside Specific Plan.” Final Westside Specific Plan, 2010, pp. 63–63. 
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Figure C-2 | Community Corridors
National City General Plan, 2011

The General Plan introduces a concept called 
“community corridors,” which are roads in National 
City that have been identified as ideal places for 
design enhancements to improve pedestrian and 
bicyclist safety and comfort.4 Specifically, the General 
Plan lists “street trees, placing buildings close to the 
street, deemphasizing parking lots and garages, 
limited driveway cuts, traffic-calming features, clearly 
defined street crossings, adequate lighting, and 
street furnishings where appropriate,”5 as possible 
improvements for community corridors.

A few of the “community corridors” are in Old Town, 
National City, including Wilson Ave, Coolidge Ave, Civic 
Center Dr, and 18th St, among others.6 For a complete 
list, refer to Figure C-2. National City has completed 
the infrastructure improvements located within 
the public rights of way for all of the “community 
corridors” identified in the WSP. Future efforts will be 
dependent upon redevelopment and the amortization 
of nonconforming land uses. 

Recommendation: Champion the concept of 
“community corridors,” especially for the corridors 
identified as unsafe in Old Town, National City.  

6  National City, “National City General Plan.” National City General Plan, 2011, pp. 3–49-3–49. www.nationalcityca.gov/about-us/documents/
general-plan. Figure C-2 Community Corridors. 

4  National City, “National City General Plan.” National City General Plan, 2011, pp. 3–33-3–33. www.nationalcityca.gov/about-us/documents/
general-plan. Policy LU-9.1.
5  Id.
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Figure 5-1 | Proposed Bicycle Network with Classifications
City of National City Bicycle Master Plan, 2011

Bicycle Master Plan
A Bicycle Master Plan is a planning document that outlines 
how a city can increase bike ridership. It takes stock of 
existing infrastructures and looks at environmental and 
cultural barriers for why people bike or do not bike, 
currently. It lays out recommendations for how to make 
it safer and more comfortable to encourage more biking. 
A Bicycle Master Plan typically includes a list of proposed 
infrastructure, such as different classifications of bike 
lanes. The addition of bicycle infrastructures to a street 
can have a traffic calming effect, making it safer for all 
users of the road.

National City’s Bicycle Master Plan, adopted in Spring 
2011, proposes adding 33.9 miles of new bikeways.7  

This proposed network includes several streets in Old 
Town, National City. For a complete list refer to Figure 5-1: 
Proposed Bicycle Network with Classifications.8

A number of the projects identified in the Bicycle Master 
Plan have already been completed by National City. 
Additionally, National City’s Economic Development 
Department has a new program that allows for small 
businsses to apply for bicycle racks to be installed near 
their establishments. 

Recommendation: Advocate for the projects 
identified in the Bicycle Master Plan that are in Old 
Town, National City. 

8  City of National City, “National City Bike Master Plan.” National City Bike Master Plan, 2011, pp. 58–58. www.nationalcityca.gov/about-us/
documents/-folder-250. 

7  City of National City, “National City Bike Master Plan.” National City Bike Master Plan, 2011, pp. 54–54. www.nationalcityca.gov/about-us/
documents/-folder-250. 
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Figure 1-2 |  Flood risk associated with sea level rise in National City
Pacific Institute, 2011

Climate Action Plan
Climate Action Plans (CAPs) identify strategies to reduce 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Because transportation 
is the biggest GHG generator in most cities, CAPs can 
be powerful tools to promote alternative forms of 
transportation that are less harmful to the environment 
than cars. A CAP typically includes various infrastructure 
improvements and programs that can encourage walking, 
biking and public transit. They can include the creation of 
shaded structures, partnerships with rideshare providers 
to address the first and last mile issues, and land use 
improvements to develop communities where amenities 
are accessible by means other than the automobile.

National City adopted its CAP in 2011. Figure 1-2 shows 
the flood risk associated with sea level rise in National 
City, one of the impacts associated with climate change. 
The CAP is a good resource for summarizing the problem 
GHGs create and the importance of addressing them. 
However, it is sparse with actionable recommendations, 
that are not already mandated by the state of California.

Recommendation: Ask the City to update the CAP with 
tangible interventions that will make the use of alternative 
modes of transportation safer and more appealing than 
the automobile.
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Figure 1 | Current Vision Zero cities
Vision Zero Network, 2018

Vision Zero
Originally started in Sweden, Vision Zero is a data-driven 
strategy to eliminate serious traffic-related injuries and 
deaths. Using data to determine where the highest 
number of crashes are occurring, cities can focus on 
improvements where collisions are most likely to take 
place.  According to the Vision Zero Network, a national 
nonprofit that supports cities with Vision Zero policy, 

there are over 30 Vision Zero cities9, as shown in Figure 
1 below.  Locally, the City of San Diego has a Vision Zero 
goal. National City is not a Vision Zero city. 

Recommendation: Ask the City to apply for funding to 
write a Vision Zero policy that includes implementation 
and funding strategies. 

9  “Vision Zero Cities.” Vision Zero Network, visionzeronetwork.org/resources/vision-zero-cities/.
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On October 18, 2018, the project team hosted a 
community workshop to present the findings from 
the policy scan, and to obtain input from the coalition 
about which policy they wanted to pursue. At the 
meeting, community members elected to implement 
the WSP as their preferred policy objective. 

Now with a clear mandate, Circulate and EHC began 
to develop a strategy for how to thoughtfully achieve 
their policy objective.  The team identified National 
City’s budget process as a prime vehicle to reach 
its goal.  In April of 2019, the project team hosted 
a participatory budget workshop, where coalition 
members were asked to prioritize their budget asks. 

Understanding that every year National City approves 
a modest budget, and with other competing interest 
vying for the same funds, the Coalition’s asks had 
to be small to be viable. Large scale capital projects 
were not on the table. Instead we considered 
improvements like high visibility crosswalks and 
pedestrian countdown timers.  The agreed-upon 
budget asks were packaged into a formal letter that 
the Coalition submitted to the City Council. On May 
21, 2019, representatives from EHC, Circulate, and 

Focus on the Westside 
Specific Plan (WSP)

community members attended the City Council 
Meeting to urge the City Council to prioritize the 
traffic safety improvements outlined in the Coalition’s 
letter for funding through the City’s FY 2020 Annual 
Budget. Below is a table of the Coalition’s final agreed 
upon budget asks.

A few of the Coalition’s proposed projects have 
already been funded. City staff has committed to 
performing additional analysis and cost estimating as 
needed, in order to consider the remaining projects 
for programming in the City’s Five-Year Capital 
Improvement Program (CIP). The Appendix includes 
a map that illustrates improvements that have been 
made by the City in the WSP area over the past five 
years.

One lesson learned is that to be more effective, 
budget advocacy should start as soon as possible. 
Fortunately, the groundwork has been laid that 
would allow the Coalition to advocate for the same 
improvements next year. In addition, City staff has 
been made aware of the community’s priorities and 
has committed to evaluating the proposed projects 
for potential programming in the City’s Five-Year CIP. 

17focus on WSP



IMPROVEMENTS10 LOCATION COST11

Countdown Timers
Wilson and Mile of Cars  $  1,096
Wilson and Civic Center  $  1,096
Hoover and Miles of Cars  $  1,096

Pedestrian Street Lights12

Wilson and 15th  $  4,882
Wilson and 17th  $  4,882
Wilson and 19th  $  4,882
Wilson and 20th  $  4,882
Wilson and 21st  $  4,882
Hoover and 15th  $  4,882
Hoover and 14th  $  4,882
Hoover and 16th  $  4,882
Hoover and 17th  $  4,882
Hoover and 18th  $  4,882
Harding and 17th  $  4,882
Harding and 19th  $  4,882

Audible Pedestrian Signal Wilson and Civic Center13  $  8,000

High Visibility Crosswalk

Wilson and 15th  $  10,000
Wilson and Mile of Cars  $  10,000
Hoover and 14th  $  10,000
Hoover and 16th  $  10,000
Roosevelt and 16th  $  10,000

One Curb Extension SW corner of Hoover and 14th  $  10,00014

Pedestrian Lead Phase Blank-
Out Sign

Wilson and Mile of Cars  $  2,610

TOTAL $142,482

10  Improvements at each location are assumed to include all legs and corners of the intersection described.

11 Listed project costs were generated by Circulate San Diego, and were included in correspondence from the Coalition to National City. 
Subsequent conversations with City staff generated some additional information about likely costs, and are detailed in subsequent footnotes.

12  These estimates do not include costs for trenching, conduit, and cabling, which when combined with street light purchases, can total $10,000 
- $15,000. SDG&E has a program that will allow for lights to be added to existing utility poles at no cost to the City, if street lights do not already 
exist nearby. The City has an option to request lights from SDG&E at these locations. 

13 Caltrans controls this intersection. However the City of National City can request improvements which are often granted over time. The 
Coalition can also support that request with a letter.

14   City staff has noted that recent curb extension projects in National City have ranged from $25,000 to $30,000 per corner, so the estimates 
listed here may need to be adjusted.
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The Westside Specific Plan (WSP), adopted by Council 
in 2010, outlines several goals for improving conditions 
for people who walk and bike. National City has made 
major advancements towards implementing this plan, 
in large part, by successfully obtaining large grants to 
fund capital improvement projects.

However, small and low-cost improvements can 
complement the large scale projects and provide 
a profound and meaningful benefit to residents. 
The investments the Coalition requests, if funded, 
will improve safety and help National City reach its 
Westside Specific Plan and General Plan goals. The 
HCHR Coalition is committed to assist the City improve 
pedestrian and bicycle safety for its residents.

In addition to the recommendations provided through 
the budget workshop, the HCHR Coalition provided 
recommendations for improvements to enhance 
pedestrian and bicycle safety and the user experience. 

Conclusion
Recommendations include:

 o Providing more education about "National 
City Connect" (formally "See, Click, Fix")

 o Advocating for more public improvement 
financing to include:

• Streetscape improvements and maintenance

• Bicycle facilities

• Expanding the trail network

 o Enhancing connections and user experience 
by providing more pedestrain and bicycle 
wayfinding. The City has already received a 
grant from SANDAG to help in this area. 

 o Helping to establish a tree planting committee 
to plant 1000 trees in the City and provide 
shade and environmental benefits. The City 
has already received a grant from CalFire to 
help in this area.
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Appendix
Map 1 shows where improvements have been made 
by the City in the WSP area over the past five years.
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