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San Diego’s New Parks Plan Hopes for Quality over 
Quantity

Chicano Park is a national historic landm ark and beloved neighborhood spot, but the 

neighborhood is otherwise lacking in open space and trees, activists say. (Photo by 

kellinahandbasket / CC BY 2.0)

rowing up in City Heights in San Diego, Julie Corrales rem em bers tying a plastic-wrapped ball 

around a stop sign to play tetherball with her friends. 

Aside from  a basketball court and a sm all recreation center around her neighborhood, there was no 

playground equipm ent. So, she says, “that’s how we played.”

Now, Corrales is raising her children in Barrio Logan, a politically active and artistic com m unity in San 

Diego. It’s a largely Latino neighborhood surrounded by highways and junkyards. 

The neighborhood is hom e to Chicano Park, an 8-acre park and national historic landm ark located 

beneath the San Diego-Coronado Bridge, but still, Corrales says the com m unity is lacking in open space 

and trees. 

The canopy of trees could provide shade in the sum m er and help rem ove air pollution, specifically in a 

neighborhood that has ranked high am ong the worst census tracts for pollution risks in California.



“I’ve lived in com m unities that have experienced environm ental racism  m y whole life,” says Corrales, 

now a policy advocate with the Environm ental Health Coalition.

These are the kind of disparities the city of San Diego is aim ing to address with its new parks m aster 

plan. This nearly 100-page docum ent, once approved by the City Council, will replace a parks guide that 

was created in 1956. 

The prelim inary docum ent represents a new way of planning that prioritizes quality over quantity and 

that could im pact com m unities that have su ered from  years of disinvestm ent.

In San Diego, the current park standard is solely based on acreage. The city has used a standard of 2.8 

acres per 1,000 residents for neighborhood parks and joint use facilities. 

As the city continues to grow through infill developm ent, with lim ited open land, the draft plan stresses 

how increasingly di cult it is to m eet this “acreage-based standard.”

The proposed park plan establishes a point system  that values park features, instead of solely focusing 

on park acreage. M oving forward, the standard will instead be 12 points per 1,000 people, with points 

reflecting a range of recreation experiences.

Points will be given to a park for its am enities, program m ing, transit connectivity and other factors. 

Heidi Vonblum , environm ental program  m anager in the city planning departm ent, says sm all parks can 

be of high value if they have su cient am enities. 

“Let’s say a developer constructs a very large park, but doesn’t put very m any am enities. Even though 

that park m ay be very large, its value m ay be very sm all,” Vonblum  says. “On the flip side, we’ve seen 

other exam ples where we have very sm all acreage-sized parks that are highly used, highly am enitized, 

have lots of program m ing incorporated into them  and we see those sm all spaces as sort of sm all, but 

very m ighty.” 

One exam ple of a sm all park with the potential to be “sm all but m ighty” is Children’s Park, a 1.7-acre 

downtown space with a forest of pine trees, grassy m ounds and a sm all pond. 

This m ini-park is slated for an $8 m illion renovation.

These im provem ents will add public art, a children’s play and picnic area, open space turf, an elevated 

walkway, a vendor and restroom  building, an o -leash dog park and an adult fitness area. Im proved 

lighting and “a redesigned forest area” will prom ote “a sense of openness,” according to the draft plan.

The park will go from  13 to 36 points of recreational value once the planned am enities are in place. 

Under the proposed scoring system , a soccer field and baseball diam onds could add up to 8 points. 

There’s also value in open space parks and trails. Every half-m ile segm ent of an o cially recognized 

trail, for exam ple, would equate to one point. 

Points could also accrue if a park is integrated with transit or if it includes a connection to a bicycle 

track.



Vonblum  says com m unity input was crucial in creating the new park standard, which includes the 

point system .

City sta  conducted online surveys and held in-person workshops and com m unity pop-up events 

before developing the draft park plan. Public events (before COVID-19) were held in council districts 

across the city, she says. They asked residents what they would like to see in their parks and what they 

liked and valued about the city’s park system .

“W e took that inform ation and really wanted to develop a system  that would realize the vision that we 

heard our citizens wanted,” Vonblum  says.

“People really wanted to see upgrades to the existing parks that they have in their com m unities,” she 

says.

Since the release of the draft parks plan, city sta  has held virtual public forum s and presentations to 

solicit input on specifics of the parks guide. The plan is also available on the city website where 

residents subm itted com m ents through an online survey. It has also been presented to di erent 

neighborhood park com m ittees.

Planning director M ike Hansen says online response about the plan has been higher than expected. 

COVID-19, he says, has highlighted the im portance of parks.

“W e feel that the pandem ic actually creates heightened interest in this plan because the topic of parks 

and people using open spaces has becom e m ore pronounced,” Hansen says. 

“W e expect that it will change from  this draft to the final based on the input,” he added.

Com m ents are being evaluated, but som e changes seem  to be underway.

Vonblum  says conservation groups and the developm ent com m unity have chim ed in about the 

im portant role nature has played in the m ental health of people during the pandem ic. 

W hile the park plan included points for trails and access to trails, Vonblum  says the com m ents m ade it 

clear that “our point system  didn’t fully capture the full m ental health wellbeing that can com e from  the 

specific location of the trail.”

For exam ple, if a project included a large habitat restoration com ponent and a trail had access to it, the 

proposed plan was not valuing the restoration enough, Vonblum  says.

Also central to the proposed park plan is the restructuring of its park financing strategy. 

San Diego’s parks system  heavily relies on the fees developers pay to fund parks when they build 

housing. This system , according to the plan, lim its the resources that could be used to expand 

recreational opportunities in neighborhoods with fewer parks.

The city is proposing that developer fees should be distributed citywide instead of solely benefitting the 

com m unities where developers are building.

Hansen says the city’s park space that’s funded by developers is “pretty sizable.”



“It’s im portant for us to be investing those resources in a way that is providing the best access to 

di erent parts of the city, as well as the m ost valuing benefits to our residents,” Hansen says. 

Prioritizing where these funds go in the future will be based on the Clim ate Equity Index —  a tool 

created by the city’s sustainability departm ent and the University of San Diego Energy Policy Initiatives 

Center —  that helps the city m easure inequity to address neighborhood disparities. Indicators include 

flood risks, tree coverage, asthm a rates, overcrowdedness, and poverty rates.

Also included in the park plan is a four-part approach to prioritizing investm ents: length of tim e a 

person m ust travel to get to a park or facility, socio-econom ic status of people living in an area, num ber 

of possible users relative to a park’s capacity and recreational value, and existing park conditions. 

The com m unities and parks that score the highest would “rise in priority to receive funding that 

expands facilities and program m ing,” according to the plan. 

Corrales, with the Environm ental Health Coalition, says the plan is a step in the right direction, but she 

worries certain neighborhoods could be ignored. 

She finds aspects of the plan’s “prioritization fram ework” concerning because it doesn’t include air 

quality issues that would boost up certain neighborhoods su ering from  pollution.

Corrales says less needy neighborhoods could be prioritized over areas like San Ysidro, a sm all 

com m unity located between three m ajor freeways and near the U.S.-M exico border. Residents there 

have expressed concern about the poor air quality in the area.

W hile Corrales says the quality of recreation should be im proved, there is still a need for m ore open 

space, period, she says. 

“W e need m ore green space to m itigate air quality pollution,” Corrales says. 

She fears a potential scenario that could add a basketball court in Chicano Park and then ignore the 

need for open space.

“That’s just not practical,” she says. “Children don’t have enough space to m ove around.”

But, Corrales says, she’s hopeful that the proposed financing strategy could benefit com m unities like 

hers.

“I think it’s a welcom e change that they’re going to allow park fees to be used throughout the city and 

that they’re going to prioritize disadvantaged com m unities,” she says.

She thinks of the stark di erences between La Jolla, a com m unity about 15 m iles north of Barrio Logan. 

La Jolla is surrounded by ocean blu s and beaches and is hom e to a golf course, a recreation center and 

a host of parks.

In the wake of COVID-19, Corrales says the need for open space has been m uch m ore apparent. She’s 

seen people out at Chicano Park during social distancing orders. 



“W e have such lim ited green space we’re not able to social distance as m uch as we could be and still 

enjoy the outdoor space,” she says. “Especially when you’re keeping kids at hom e that don’t have 

backyards.”

“W e need these spaces all the tim e,” she added. 

Vonblum  has heard sim ilar concerns during the parks plan review period.

She says m any of the residents’ com m ents have been about pandem ic park closures, not the parks plan.

“It has really highlighted the im portance of people having access to public open spaces to get out,” 

Vonblum  says.

Vonblum  says the city envisions accom m odating a m ajority of new housing within transit priority areas 

where land could be used for open space areas.

“Rather than giving up and saying we don’t have land, we want to be innovative,” she says.

To Vonblum , this new way of planning is also a response to the way residents use public spaces. 

“W hat we’ve seen over the past several decades is that we are a very m obile city,” Vonblum  says.

“Just because som ebody lives in one particular neighborhood, doesn’t m ean that they confine 

them selves to recreate and enjoy the resources within their particular neighborhood,” she added. “W e 

also don’t want people to be confined to the resources that are available in their neighborhoods.”

This story is part of The Power of Parks, a series exploring how parks and recreation facilities and 

services can help cities achieve their goals in wellness, conservation and social equity. The Power of 

Parks is supported by a grant from  the National Recreation and Park Association.
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