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Key Terms 
 

The following are key terms used throughout this report. “Green space” refers to all parks, natural 
open spaces, beaches, playing fields, trails, and recreational facilities. This term is applied broadly even 
though some of these areas may not have much greenery, such as the desert or beaches. Various 
authorities often use different definitions of what constitutes green space. For example, some cities 
consider municipal golf courses public parks and apply the acreage of the golf course to its total quantity 
of managed green space but others do not.  

Although beaches are an important recreational resource, municipal governments and the state do not 
calculate the acreage of their beaches or consider that land public park space. One reason may be because 
the land area of the beach varies with the tide. Authorities do typically count playgrounds or picnic areas 
adjacent to beach areas as green space, however. As a result, some coastal cities with extensive public 
beaches but few parks may be considered park poor.  

This report uses publicly available data, and is burdened by some inconsistencies in the definition and 
quantification standards for green space. Future research would benefit from a universally accepted 
standard for identifying and counting green space.         

The term “people of color” refers to people who identify as Latino/Hispanic, African American/black, 
Asia/Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans. These categories and terms come from the U.S. Census.  

“Park poor” means less than three acres of green space per thousand residents. “Income poor” refers 
to a geographic area in which the median household income is below $47,331.  These terms are based on 
Proposition 84, AB 31, and state park guidelines, as discussed below. 



3 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
I.  Overview .................................................................................................................................................. 4 
II. Values at Stake: Why Parks and Recreation Matter ................................................................................. 6 

A. Simple Joys ........................................................................................................................................... 7 
B. Physical and Social Health ................................................................................................................... 7 
C. Climate Justice, Environmental Services and Conservation ................................................................. 9 
D. Spiritual Values and Cultural Heritage ............................................................................................... 10 
E. Economic Vitality ............................................................................................................................... 11 
F. Equal Justice and Democracy ............................................................................................................. 12 

III. Measuring Green Access and Equity .................................................................................................... 12 
A. Standards ............................................................................................................................................ 12 
B. Patterns of Racial and Ethnic Disparities ........................................................................................... 13 
C. Distance to the Park ............................................................................................................................ 13 
E. Safety and Perceptions of Safety ........................................................................................................ 14 
F. Cultural Diversity in Parks and Recreation ......................................................................................... 14 

IV. The People of San Diego County ......................................................................................................... 14 
A. Demographics ..................................................................................................................................... 14 
B. Overweight and Obesity ..................................................................................................................... 17 
C. Physical Fitness .................................................................................................................................. 19 
D.  Physical Education, Student Health and Equal Justice ...................................................................... 19 

V. Green Access and Equity in the San Diego Region ............................................................................... 20 
A. Proximity to Green Space ................................................................................................................... 20 
B. Urban Parks ........................................................................................................................................ 21 
C. Beaches ............................................................................................................................................... 22 
D. Forests and Mountains ........................................................................................................................ 22 

VI. Understanding Disparities in Land Use, Housing, and Park Access .................................................... 23 
VII. Legal Justifications for Equal Access to Parks and Recreation ........................................................... 24 
VIII. Park Victories and Opportunities in San Diego ................................................................................. 26 

A. Park Victories ..................................................................................................................................... 26 
B. Opportunities to Improve Green Access and Equity .......................................................................... 27 

IX. Recommendations for Green Space and Equal Justice ......................................................................... 33 
X. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 34 
Appendix A ................................................................................................................................................. 36 
Appendix B ................................................................................................................................................. 37 
References .................................................................................................................................................................. 38 
 
 

Robert García and Seth Strongin* 
The San Diego Foundation 

The City Project 

                                                           
* Robert García is Executive Director and Counsel of The City Project, and Seth Strongin is Policy and Research Manager.  
Amanda Recinos and GreenInfo Network prepared the maps and demographic analyses.  This Report is made possible by the 
generous support of the San Diego Foundation, REI, and donors to the Foundation including the Fletcher Family Fund and the 
Hattie Ettinger Conservation Fund. 
 
The City Project’s work on green access and equity in Southern California generally is made possible in part by the generous 
support of the California Endowment, Gilbert Foundation, Haynes Foundation, Kaiser Permanente, Kresge Foundation, Union 
Bank of California Foundation, Whole Systems Foundation, individual donors and others. 
 



4 
 

 

I.  OVERVIEW 

The San Diego region is home to a large and diverse population, as well as a wealth of green space.1 
From its coastline to its deserts and mountains and everything in between, the region’s broad range of 
geography and diversity of people present a wide variety of recreational, conservation, cultural, spiritual 
and economic opportunities – and challenges. With a comfortable year-round climate, conditions in San 
Diego are ideal for residents to take advantage of the multiple benefits of green space.  

Green space provides many important benefits for physical and social health, the natural environment, 
and social well-being. The presence of green space alone, however, is not enough. In order to truly benefit 
from these resources, San Diego residents must enjoy equal access to green space. Many factors -- 
including the proximity of green space to where people live, the location of natural geographic features, 
transportation or the lack of it, real and perceived park safety, and planning for parks -- impact green 
access and equity.       

While regional authorities, such as the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG), have 
mapped the region’s green space, not as much is documented about who has access to this green space. 
The San Diego Foundation and The City Project have partnered on this Policy Report to engage, educate 
and empower the people to support green access and equity.2 This report uses geographic, demographic, 
economic, and historical data to map and analyze green access and equity.3 The report examines green 
access by race, color, national origin, and income or poverty. The report presents policy recommendations 
for improving green access and equity.    

The study area is the San Diego region, which encompasses the 18 incorporated cities in San Diego 
County, unincorporated areas, and Native American tribal lands within the county’s borders. An 
astonishing 1,225,488 acres of land are dedicated to parks and recreational areas in San Diego, 
approximately 45% of the total land area of the county.4 The overwhelming majority of this land, 97%, is 
found in open space parks, state and federal parks, and nature preserves that are used mostly for passive 
recreation, such as family gatherings, hiking, observing nature, and camping. Three percent of the total 
green space in San Diego is dedicated to active recreation, such as athletic fields, ball courts, playgrounds, 
and running tracks.5  

Each of the 18 incorporated cities maintains public green space. Cumulatively, the cities own 44,000 
acres of parks and open space, with nearly 40,000 owned by the City of San Diego alone.6 In addition, the 
County of San Diego maintains more than 44,000 acres of parks and open space and over 300 miles of 
trails.7 This land is divided among local and regional parks, recreation centers and sports complexes, 
campgrounds, lakes and fishing areas, ecological preserves, and open space preserves.  

The state and federal governments manage the vast majority of public green space in San Diego 
County. The State of California Department of Parks and Recreation has the largest holdings of parks and 
open space in the county, with 589,384 acres. Much of this land is either in the Anza-Borrego Desert 
State Park or Cuyamaca Rancho State Park, which cover much of the eastern and central portions of the 
county.8 In addition to these parks, there are state beaches, ecological or nature preserves, and other state 
parks. 

The U.S. Forest Service has the largest share of federally owned land in the county, with 287,500 
acres, almost all of which is in the Cleveland National Forest.9 There are also several National Wildlife 
Refuges in the county, collectively comprising the San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex, and the 
Cabrillo National Monument, which is managed by the National Park Service.  

 
* * * 

This report and the maps and analyses below present a pattern for the San Diego region that is true 
throughout Southern California and beyond: Children of color living in poverty with no access to a car 
have the worst access to parks and places for physical activity, and have the highest levels of childhood 
obesity.   
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Despite this pattern – or perhaps because of it – voters of color and low income voters have been the 

biggest supporters of ballot measures that support state parks and resources over the past ten years.  This 
experience offers important lessons for diversifying support for and access to green space.  

In 2002, for example, diverse California voters passed Proposition 40, which was then the largest 
resource bond in United States history.  Prop 40 provided $2.6 billion for parks, clean water and clean air. 
Prop 40 passed with the support of 77% of Black voters, 74% of Latino voters, 60% of Asian voters, and 
56% of non-Hispanic White voters. 75% of voters with an annual family income below $20,000, and 61% 
of voters with a high school diploma or less, supported Prop 40 – the highest level of support among any 
income or education levels.10 

People of color were also crucial to the passage of Proposition 84, a $5.4 billion park and water bond 
that included $400 million for parks in 2006. Only 45% of non-Hispanic whites favored Prop 84. Latinos 
supported Prop 84 by nearly 80%, or nearly 616,000 votes, accounting for Prop 84's margin of victory. 
The margin of victory for Prop 84 was 488,016 votes. Without this Latino vote in favor, Prop 84 would 
have failed.11 

To ensure that park funds under Prop 84 reach underserved communities, the California legislature 
enacted AB 31.  AB 31 and its guidelines define the criteria of park poverty (less than three acres of parks 
per thousand residents) and income poverty (median annual household income below $47,331) to be used 
in distributing Prop 84 park funds.12 

The California park bond experience provides valuable lessons.  First, people of color and low 
income communities will support properly framed investments that include the values of green space in 
communities of color and low income communities.  Second, people of color and low income people 
must receive their fair share of the benefits of green space.  

Part II of this report discusses the values at stake in promoting equal access to green space.  Part III 
analyzes ways of measuring green access and equity. Part IV looks at the people of San Diego County.  
Part V looks at access to parks, beaches, mountains and forests in more detail.  Part VI reviews the history 
of why access to green space in San Diego is the way it is, and how green access could be better.  Part VII 
analyzes legal justifications for equal access to parks and green space.  Part VIII reviews great park 
victories, and presents specific opportunities for improving park access for all.  Part IX presents 
concluding principles for green space and equal justice. 

This report is driven by a vision for a comprehensive web of parks, school fields and beaches for all, 
inspired in part by the work of Frederick Law Olmsted — the person who designed Central Park, created the 
field of landscape architecture, and was passionately committed to equal justice through the abolition of 
slavery — and his sons.13 The firm started by Frederick Law Olmsted’s sons issued a report in 1930 that 
provided a vision for a green, prosperous, and culturally rich Southern California. That vision has yet to be 
realized but hope has not been lost. This report is a starting point to support equal justice, democracy and 
livability for all in the San Diego region.  

II. VALUES AT STAKE: WHY PARKS AND RECREATION MATTER 

Parks, school fields, beaches, rivers, mountains, forests, and other green spaces offer many potential 
benefits to the residents of the San Diego region. These benefits include the simple joys of playing in the 
park or school field; improved physical, psychological, and social health; youth development and 
improved academic performance; positive alternatives for at risk youth; violence, gang and crime 
prevention; social cohesion, or bringing people together; economic vitality for all; environmental services, 
climate justice and conservation; art, culture and historic preservation; indigenous values and rights 
including protection of Sacred Sites; spiritual values in protecting the earth and its people; and sustainable 
regional planning. Fundamental principles of equal justice and democracy cut across these other values. 
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A. Simple Joys 

 Fun is not frivolous.  Children have the right to the simple joys of playing in safe parks and green 
spaces.  The United Nations recognizes the right to play as a fundamental human right.14  The United 
States was founded in part for the pursuit of happiness.15  
 
B. Physical and Social Health 

1.  Physical Activity and Prevention of Obesity and Diabetes 

This is the first generation in the history of the country in which children could have a lower life 
expectancy than their parents if obesity is not reversed.16 It is estimated that the combined cost to 
California of overweight, obesity, and physical inactivity is estimated to be $41.2 billion annually.17 The 
cost of obesity in the United States is $117 billion annually, including health care costs and lost 
productivity.18 Regular physical activity, along with a healthful diet, is key to preventing obesity and 
many chronic health conditions associated with obesity. Insufficient physical activity contributes to 
obesity and to risk of complications and death from chronic conditions, such as Type 2 diabetes, heart 
disease, hypertension, and some cancers.19  

Organizations such as the California Endowment,20 Robert Wood Johnson Foundation21 and the Trust 
for America’s Health22 recognize that access to safe and healthy places to live, work, learn, and play is 
vital in the fight against obesity.  The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the President’s 
Council on Fitness and Sports have announced a goal of increasing the proportion of adolescents who 
engage in moderate physical activity for at least 30 minutes five days a week by 2010.23 

Evidence-based research illustrates the profound health implications of the lack of parks and 
recreation. The precipitous decline in children's physical activity levels, and escalating rates of childhood 
obesity and diabetes, are alarming national epidemics.24 More than one out of every four adolescents in 
California (29%) -- nearly one million teenagers -- get less than the recommended levels of physical 
activity.25 Inactivity and obesity are even more significant among people of color and low-income 
communities. Physical activity can help prevent childhood obesity and related health problems including 
diabetes. Physical education quality and quantity are particularly deficient for less affluent students and 
those in racial and ethnic groups at high risk for overweight and obesity.26 

Increasing physical activity among children, teens, and adults is a critical element in the fight against 
overweight and obesity. A growing body of evidence shows that children and adults that live in 
communities with parks, athletic fields, nature centers and other recreational facilities are more physically 
active than children who lack access to these resources.27 This is particularly true for low income 
communities. One study found that people in low income areas who live within one mile of a park 
exercised 38% more than people who lived farther away.28 Unfortunately, low income areas often lack 
sufficient park space. This is one reason that a lower percentage of low income children and teens and 
children of color are physically active and, in part as a result, suffer disproportionately from obesity and 
related diseases.29 
 Access to safe parks or other places for physical activity, along with other characteristics of the 
neighborhoods where adolescents live, have an important effect on whether teens meet recommendations 
for physical activity, and whether they get any activity at all.30 In California, the percent of teens engaging 
in regular physical activity is higher when teens have access to a safe park than when they have no access. 
In addition, the percentage of teens that get no physical activity at all is higher among those with no 
access to a safe park.31 Perceived park aesthetics, condition and safety may be associated with park 
visitation and physical activity levels within parks.32 

Physical activity is generally beneficial to overall health. Green space can provide health benefits to all 
people, from young children to senior citizens. Many researchers consider providing safe parks and other 
recreation spaces as a primary form of preventive medicine.33 
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2. Personal Development, Academic Achievement, and Violence Prevention 

Recent studies on the impact of Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 on progress in the 
work place and human health found that equal access to sports makes a long-term difference in a person’s 
life. “It’s not just that the people who are going to do well in life play sports, but that sports help people 
do better in life,” according to the author of the report. “While I only show this for girls, it’s reasonable to 
believe it’s true for boys as well.”34 

 
A large body of research shows that sports are associated with all sorts of benefits, like lower teenage 
pregnancy rates, better grades and higher self-esteem. But until now, no one has determined whether 
those improvements are a direct result of athletic participation. . . . Now, separate studies from two 
economists offer some answers, providing the strongest evidence yet that team sports can result in 
lifelong improvements to educational, work and health prospects.35 
 
Using a complex analysis, one study showed that increasing girls’ sports participation had a direct 

effect on women’s education and employment. The changes set in motion by Title IX explained about 
20% of the increase in women’s education, and about 40% of the rise in employment for 25-to-34-year-
old women. The study untangles the effects of sports participation from other confounding factors — 
school size, climate, social and personal differences among athletes — and comes closer to determining a 
cause and effect relationship between high school sports participation and achievement later in life.36 A 
separate study found that the increase in girls’ athletic participation following the enactment of Title IX 
was associated with a seven percent lower risk of obesity 20 to 25 years later, when women were in their 
late 30s and early 40s.37 

Studies by the California Endowment show that children who are physically fit perform better in 
school.38 After engaging in physical activity, children perform better on tasks requiring concentration.39 
Several studies have found that school children that regularly participate in physical activity, whether 
during or outside of school hours, perform better academically than their peers that do not.40 Further 
studies involving elementary school students found that regular physical activity breaks during the school 
day improved the students’ cognitive performance and promoted on-task classroom behavior.41 Moreover, 
in an era when shrinking school budgets and increased pressure to meet academic standards measured by 
standardized tests is leading to a decline in physical education classes and school-sponsored athletic 
programs, research indicates that students who take physical education classes perform just as well 
academically as their peers who have been forced to sacrifice physical education for more time in the 
classroom.42  

Another way in which green spaces can have a positive influence on social development is through 
youth-oriented green jobs programs. For teenagers and young adults, jobs creating, maintaining, and 
improving green space can provide a source of income and professional experience from which to grow, 
ultimately helping keep students in school. Publicly funded youth recreational programs, including active 
recreation and team sports, promote positive choices and help reduce youth violence, crime, drug abuse, 
and teen pregnancy.43 Sports and recreation provide life-long lessons in teamwork and help to build 
character.44 

3. Psychological Health 

In modern cities, green spaces provide needed reprieve from the everyday stressors. This can improve 
the health of adults and children by reducing stress and depression and improving focus, attention span, 
productivity, and recovery from illness.45 Evidence shows that spending time in parks can reduce 
irritability and impulsivity and promote intellectual and physical development in children and teenagers 
by providing a safe and engaging environment to interact and develop social skills, language and 
reasoning abilities, as well as muscle strength and coordination. Researchers have found associations 
between contact with the natural environment and improvements in the functioning of children with 
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Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).46 Contact with natural environments, such as 
trees, has also been found to be associated with increases in the psychological resources of individuals 
living in public housing to make changes that will improve their lives.47 

Parks also provide a place for social support and an opportunity for self-determination, both important 
factors in reducing stress, lowering anxiety, and improving a person’s overall mood. This is true for 
children and adults, including older adults.48 Social support is derived from the friendship or 
companionship that comes from the shared experience of participating in activities in a park with other 
people. The psychological benefits of self-determination come when a person voluntarily chooses to visit 
a park. By being in a recreational setting, that person is exercising the freedom to decide for themselves 
how they want to spend their time. People that lack easy access to a park do not have the same 
opportunities for social support and self-determination as people who have access to parks.   

Parks and green space have direct healing effects.  A classic study demonstrated that views of trees 
enhance the recovery of surgical patients and shortens the duration of hospitalizations.49  Living in 
greener environments reduces the number of health complaints.50   

4. Social Cohesion – Bringing People Together 

 Parks and recreation programs that serve the diverse needs of diverse users bring people together in 
the public commons for the public good.  Numerous studies document how people attach different values 
to green space and use green space differently, both in urban and non-urban contexts.51 

Green spaces and parks satisfy needs for interaction by enticing residents into public spaces. Parks 
become a source of community pride and inspiration.  Social interaction and neighborhood spaces have 
been identified as key facets of healthy communities supporting social networks, social support, and 
social integration.52  Sociability may contribute to a sense of belonging and community.  In a study 
conducted at a large public housing development in Chicago, Illinois, significantly more people used 
vegetated areas, and those individuals were more likely to be engaged in social activities than similar 
areas without vegetation.53 

C. Climate Justice, Environmental Services and Conservation 

Green spaces also play an important role in combating climate change, as well as in improving the 
quality of the local environment. One way green spaces, particularly those in urban settings, help prevent 
climate change and benefit the local environment is by reducing urban heat island effects. Asphalt, 
concrete, and other man-made building materials trap heat, making these areas less comfortable for 
people.54 In turn, people are more likely to stay inside, less likely to walk or bicycle between destinations, 
and more likely to run air conditioners and keep lights on. The result is that people are less physically 
active and consume more fossil fuel-based energy. Green spaces, on the other hand, work to actively 
avoid urban heat effects while also promoting physical activity and reducing the need to consume fossil 
fuel energy.55  

Another way parks help stop climate change is by occupying the space that would otherwise be used 
to construct and operate buildings, which generate global warming-causing greenhouse gases. Open space 
allows a community to avoid having more buildings and the carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases 
those buildings emit.  

Green space can also play a key role in facilitating active transportation and walkable communities. 
Networks of trails allow people to move from one point to another without having to get in a car. This has 
the double benefit of reducing harmful fossil fuel emissions while also getting people physically active. In 
the San Diego region there are many canyons that cut through neighborhoods. By restoring these canyons 
and developing trails, residents will have more options for getting around without needing a car and will 
be able to reduce their travel time required to walk along city streets.   

A fourth way parks help stop global warming is by actively taking greenhouse gases and other local 
air pollutants out of the air. Trees, grass, and other plants require carbon dioxide to grow and literally 
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remove these gases from the air for their own use, therefore preventing those gases from contributing to 
climate change. These plants also filter other emissions that cause local air pollution, such as nitrogen and 
sulfur oxides.   

Climate justice and global warming is fundamentally an issue of human rights that connects the local 
to the global. With rising temperatures, human lives—particularly in communities of color, low-income, 
and indigenous communities—are affected by compromised health, financial burdens, and social and 
cultural disruptions. Many times, those who are most affected are least responsible for the greenhouse gas 
emissions that cause the problem—both globally and within the United States. These communities are the 
least able to bear the burdens of correcting global warming absent appropriate conservation, economic, 
and equitable measures.56 

Green space provides other important environmental services, as well. One service provided by green 
space is the absorption and natural filtration of storm water.57 This can help reduce flooding while also 
improving water quality. Developing flood control basins as parks and athletic fields can yield the dual 
benefits of preventing floods and providing space for residents to recreate. Careful attention must be paid, 
however, to ensure the safety of all users of park space that has been developed on flood control basins. 

Another critical ecosystem benefit of green space is habitat for plants and animals. As the amount of 
available and viable habitat for many species continues to decrease as a result of development and other 
factors, preserving green space takes on added importance. Additionally, well planned green space 
systems that are linked together may serve as corridors that further increase the amount of available 
habitat and can make certain species more resilient to climate change by providing a means for that 
species to migrate in the event that its former habitat is no longer suitable.58    

Green spaces also promote conservation values including the protection of habitat and clean air, 
water, and ground. Parks and open spaces allow people to interact with nature and to take value from 
being in a natural setting. These interactions take on additional importance as more and more people are 
living in urban settings.  

For many individuals, particularly in low income urban areas, parks and open space represent their 
only opportunity to escape the built environment, play on grass, and experience a diversity of wildlife. 
The bottom line is that parks can make San Diego more livable, and people in livable communities are 
more likely to live efficiently and thus reduce their impact on the environment.59 

D. Spiritual Values and Cultural Heritage   

Social justice and stewardship of the earth motivate spiritual leaders to support parks, green space and 
equal justice. The United Church of Christ has published the environmental justice studies on toxics in 
1987 and 2007 discussed above.60 Protecting the earth and its people bears a special meaning in the values 
of indigenous people around the world.61 Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Rigoberta Menchú has praised work 
to promote equal access to parks and recreation as a way of giving children hope and saying no to 
violence.62  In 2004, the Nobel Committee awarded the Peace Prize to Kenyan woman Wangari Muta 
Maathai for planting trees and speaking out for women.63 The award is an explicit recognition that there is 
more at stake in caring for creation than mainstream environmental values. 

The Native American Acjachemen Sacred Site of Panhe, is located in present day San Onofre State 
Beach and discussed in more detail later in this Report. The struggle to save Panhe highlights the 
important role that green spaces can have in indigenous cultures.64 

Parks provide important places to celebrate diverse culture, heritage, and art. Research has shown 
differences in the way that people from different cultures make use and take value from green space. 
Cultural, historical and artistic monuments should reflect the diversity of a place and its residents. People 
of color have played a vital role in making the San Diego region what it is today. The park and open space 
system should reflect this. There are already several best practice examples in the San Diego region of 
parks that provide cultural value. Chicano Park in Barrio Logan, which came into existence the same day 
as the first Earth Day, is home to a collection of Chicano murals and is a great example of how parks can 
provide a place for people to celebrate and share diverse cultures. People embrace their common heritage 
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through this magnificent display of public art, and use the murals to learn and to teach others about 
diverse cultures.65  

E. Economic Vitality   

When cities create urban parks property values rise, local businesses benefit, and jobs are created, 
contributing to the local, state and national economies. Open space has also been shown to have a 
beneficial effect on home values. One recent study of the San Diego region found that being located near 
open space adds between five and ten percent to the total value of a home, in both high income and low 
income communities.66 Many high income communities in San Diego County are located in close 
proximity to parks and open spaces and the homes in these communities have increased values as a result. 
For example, the study found that in La Jolla, which had a median home price of $1.1 million at the time 
of the study and has a relatively large amount of open space, being located near green space added as 
much as $110,000 to the average home value.67 Many low income communities do not enjoy such 
economic benefits because there is an insufficient amount of safe and/or accessible green space nearby. 
Paradise Hills, in the southeastern part of the City of San Diego, has very little accessible green space, yet 
the study found that if there were nearby green space the value of the surrounding homes would increase 
by at least $21,150.68 Creating new parks and improving green access, therefore, offers economic benefits 
for low income residents in San Diego.  

Other places across the United States have seen economic benefits as well. Examples include:  
 
 Chattanooga, Tennessee replaced warehouses with an eight-mile greenway and property values 

increased by 127% while the number of businesses and full time jobs in the city more than 
doubled. 

 San Antonio, Texas revitalized the San Antonio River and the river park became the most popular 
attraction in the city’s $3.5 billion tourist industry. 

 After expansion and restoration of the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historic Site, in Atlanta, 
Georgia, the predominantly African-American neighborhood of Sweet Auburn was revitalized, 
with dozens of new homes, 500,000 annual visitors boosting local business, and a decrease in 
crime.69 

 
Green space provides economic stimulus beyond real estate values. Parks and recreation help 

strengthen and stimulate the economy through sports and recreation-related sales of clothing, equipment, 
fees and services and the revenues generated from the tourism and hospitality industries. A recent study 
by researchers at Sacramento State University found that visitors to state parks in California spend $4.32 
billion in park-related expenditures per year statewide. The study also found that each visitor spends an 
average of $57.63 per visit, including $24.63 within the park and $33 outside the park.70 In New York 
State, researchers found that the economic benefits exceed the direct costs of the state park system by a 
benefit-to-cost ratio of more than five to one. In other words, the park system generates more than $5 in 
benefits for every $1 in costs. The annual economic impact of the park system is close to $2 billion in 
output and sales for private businesses, in addition to 20,000 jobs.71 Another recent progress report 
provides a suggested methodology for measuring the economic value of a city park system based on 
seven factors that can be more or less quantified, including property value, tourism, direct use, health 
savings, and the value of volunteer work, clean water, and clean air.  

Advocates and activists need to ensure that these economic benefits are distributed equitably through 
such avenues as jobs for local workers and affordable housing to avoid gentrification. Moreover, it is 
important that residents who already live in the community but do not live in affordable housing are not 
forced to move because of increases in property tax for homeowners or increased rent for renters. 

Green infrastructure projects, such as developing, expanding, and enhancing parks, can be a source of 
green collar jobs for local workers in San Diego. Local small businesses, particularly those which are 
woman-owned, veteran-owned, or owned by disadvantaged community members, should be given 
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priority in contract selection to help ensure benefits are fairly distributed. Contract awards should also 
require businesses to hire people from the community where the project is located. This is particularly 
important for green space projects in low income areas or communities with disproportionately large 
populations of color. Training investments, bridge programs, and apprenticeship programs should focus 
on creating career ladders that allow workers to access higher-skilled jobs and transition to more modern 
technologies.72 

Access to existing green spaces can often be improved by providing transportation options beyond 
cars, such as public transit accessibility or walkways and bicycle paths. Developing infrastructure that 
people can use to get to parks without a car creates jobs, reduces transportation-related greenhouse gas 
emissions, improves local air quality, and improves access to green spaces. Public transportation and the 
Regional Transportation Improvement Program are ongoing topics of debate in the San Diego region.73 
As the region moves forward with planning its transportation future, it is important that access to green 
space is factored into decisions regarding the expansion of public transit services. New bus lines, light rail 
stations, and transit routes should be designed to reach the region’s existing green space resources.    

Federal, state, and local governments should take lessons from the New Deal on the importance of 
including parks and recreation in economic stimulus activities.74 New Deal projects included 8,000 parks 
and 40,000 schools. The Civilian Conservation Corps expanded open space75 and part-time jobs kept high 
school and college students in school and out of regular markets. The New Deal created work for artists, 
musicians, actors, and writers. Painters taught high school classes and painted murals on public buildings 
depicting ordinary life. 15,000 musicians gave 225,000 performances in symphony orchestras, jazz 
groups, and free concerts in parks. Classics and contemporary works staged for 30 million viewers 
included productions with mixed and black casts. Writers wrote popular guides to each state, major cities, 
and interstate routes.76  

California took the lessons of the New Deal to heart when the state launched a pilot green collar jobs 
program. California Green Corps used federal stimulus funding and financial resources from public-
private partnerships to create a green jobs program for 1,000 at risk youth.77 This program should be 
expanded and similar initiatives should be implemented on the local or regional level. 

F. Equal Justice and Democracy   

 Fundamental principles of equal justice and democracy underlie each of the other values above. The 
maps and demographic analyses in this Policy Report document unfair disparities in access to natural 
public places.  As a matter of simple justice, parks, school fields, and other natural public places are a 
public resource, and the benefits and burdens should be distributed equally.78 Those who lack adequate 
access to these resources are disproportionately at risk for health problems and face more challenges to 
enjoying the quality of life associated with parks and open spaces. 

III. MEASURING GREEN ACCESS AND EQUITY 

A. Standards 

Access to green space can be measured a number of ways, including acres of parks per thousand 
residents, quarter- or half-mile access, and access to school fields. Additionally, physical fitness levels 
and rates of overweight and obesity are indicators of whether or not a community is engaging in physical 
activity. Though many elements factor into physical activity, access to green space is a primary factor 
with a direct effect on physical activity levels. Therefore, rates of overweight and obesity and physical 
fitness levels are used as indicators of equity in green access.  

In 2008, the California legislature enacted AB 31 to create legislative criteria for investing funds for 
local and state parks in communities that are “park poor” and “income poor.” This law and applicable 
guidelines define “park poor” as areas with fewer than three acres of park land for every thousand 
residents. “Income poor” is defined as areas where the median household income is at or below $47,331. 
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Though these criteria are not binding, they serve as relevant standards to measure progress and equity and 
to hold public officials accountable.79 

This Policy Report analyzes “total” and “net” acres of green space to give a more comprehensive 
representation of green access in the San Diego region. Land that is protected or managed as green space 
but is not open to the public or restricts public access is excluded from calculations of “net acres.” 
Additionally, land that is not permanently protected as green space, such as U.S. Forest Service land or 
Bureau of Land Management land, is also excluded from “net” acreage calculations. Alternatively, “total” 
acreage of green space accounts for everything counted as “net” acres, as well as those lands that are 
excluded from those calculations. By analyzing both “net” and “total” green space acreage this Policy 
Report presents multiple perspectives on the quantity of green space within the San Diego region.80 

These standards are used throughout this report. Simply stating that efforts are underway to improve 
green access is not enough to guarantee that underserved communities actually gain better access to green 
space. Standards offer a way to determine which projects should be prioritized and where, and offer a 
method for holding public officials accountable when they pledge to improve green access.81 

B. Patterns of Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

This report evaluates disparities in green access for specific population groups, such as racial or 
ethnic groups and income categories. These groups are analyzed by using county averages or region-wide 
totals. Examples of these categorizations are whether a certain city or neighborhood has more or fewer 
people of color than the county average or whether a certain group of people has a lower median 
household income than the countywide median household income. When a geographic location has a 
particular population that exceeds the county average, that area is characterized as being 
“disproportionately” populated by that group.  

Appropriate measures examine where green space is located in relation to population groups, as well 
as assessing whether certain population groups are more or less adversely affected by conditions that are 
known to result from lack of physical activity, such as obesity and poor physical fitness. These measures 
are relevant to assess discriminatory impacts under civil rights laws, to define equity standards, and to 
determine whether the benefits and burdens of park and resource bonds are distributed fairly.82 

C. Distance to the Park 

There is no “correct” distance to evaluate fair access to green space. Any distance in the abstract, such 
as half-mile or quarter-mile access, walking distance, driving distance, or other distance types, can be 
arbitrary and misleading. The optimal distance depends on the needs of the community, the type of green 
space, and access to transportation, such as transit or cars. Ultimately the question is whether the parks are 
meeting the needs of the community. 

Smaller parks and elementary school playgrounds within walking distance can serve the needs of 
younger children. Larger parks and playing fields at schools can provide places for physical activity and 
team sports for older children and adults, and can be within driving or busing distance rather than walking 
distance. At the same time, a pocket park may not adequately serve the needs of the community even if it 
is within walking distance if the park does not have enough room for playing. Even a large park may not 
adequately serve the community if the population and use density is so high that demand exceeds 
available park space. 

Some green space advocates call for a park within walking distance of each residence, typically 
considered to be a quarter mile or less. While this is an admirable goal, it is not realistic. In comparison, 
bus stops are commonly more than a quarter mile from a residence. It is unrealistic to expect more parks 
than bus stops.   
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E. Safety and Perceptions of Safety   

Whether or not a park is safe, or is perceived to be safe, is another factor impacting green access. 
Research has shown that fear of crime can be a major deterrent to the use of parks.83 The physical 
appearance and condition of green space also influences usage. Studies show that parks in poor condition 
are more likely to be located in neighborhoods with poor health, suggesting that people are less likely to 
access poorly maintained green space.84 Further evidence indicates that parents who perceive their 
neighborhoods as unsafe in general are less likely to encourage their children to use local playgrounds.85 
Residents do not benefit from parks that they are unwilling to visit. Safety and perceptions of safety can 
be difficult to quantify, yet are significant barriers to green access that must be addressed. Safety can be 
improved through better maintenance and upkeep, the visible presence of security officers, and targeted 
enforcement of drug dealing and gang activity. In densely populated urban areas that may lack space for 
creating new parks, making existing parks safer may be one of the best ways to improve green access.     

F. Cultural Diversity in Parks and Recreation 

People are entitled to equal access to public green space that serves the diverse needs of diverse users. 
People from different racial and ethnic groups use green space differently, constructing meanings for 
natural space based on their own values, cultures, histories, and traditions. This is particularly significant 
in San Diego, which is home to a wide range of different cultures and racial and ethnic groups. According 
to a study of cultural differences in the use of urban parks, Latinos tend to use parks primarily as social 
gathering places. African Americans, more than any other racial group, tend to engage in sports in parks. 
Non-Hispanic whites are more likely to value a park solely for its passive qualities, such as its greenness, 
landscaping, and natural elements, and engage in solitary, self-oriented uses. Asian-American 
(specifically, Chinese) families were rare in parks studied. This does not mean that Asians do not value 
parks; this may reflect the failure of the parks to meet the needs of the Asian-American community.86  

It is important to take these diverse cultural interests into account when considering planning, design, 
and funding options for parks and recreation programs. In order for everyone in San Diego to enjoy the 
maximum benefits from green spaces, it is necessary to achieve a balanced park and recreation system 
that considers the needs of each group of people.  

IV. THE PEOPLE OF SAN DIEGO COUNTY  

A. Demographics  

San Diego County is home to a diverse population, ranging from native San Diegans to transplants 
from all over the United States to immigrants from around the world. With an official population of 
2,813,835 as of the 2000 U.S. Census,87 and an estimated current population of more than 3,000,000, San 
Diego has the third highest population of any county in California.88  

Though San Diego County is spread across 4,261 square miles of land, an area roughly the size of the 
state of Connecticut,89 most of the county’s residents are packed into the western third of the county. The 
City of San Diego is home to more than 40% of the county’s residents, making it the second largest city 
in the state and the hub of activity for the San Diego region.90 

The San Diego region has experienced significant population growth over the past few years. Latinos 
have accounted for the overwhelming amount of this growth. There has also been a substantial increase in 
the number of Asians living in the county. On the other hand, there are fewer non-Hispanic white 
residents in San Diego County now than there were in 1990.91 If current trends continue, a majority of 
San Diegans will belong to a racial or ethnic group typically defined as “minority” within the next few 
years.  San Diego will consist of a majority of minorities. Table 1 shows the demographic distribution of 
San Diego residents. 
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Table 1. San Diego County Demographic Distribution 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Source: US Census Quickfacts, San Diego County, California, (2008) 
 

The San Diego region is also home to 17 federally-recognized sovereign tribal nations of Native 
Americans, the most of any county in the United States.92 Tribal reservations account for approximately 
four percent of the land within the county’s geographical borders and are located throughout the entire 
San Diego region. Most Native Americans in the region are from one of four distinct cultural ethnic 
groups, the Kumeyaay/Diegueño, the Luiseño, the Cupeño, or the Cahuilla.93  In addition, there are other 
groups of Native Americans in San Diego that are seeking federal recognition, including the 
Acjachemen/Juaneño people. 

Even though a significant number of San Diegans are people of color, the population of the county is 
not evenly distributed. People of color tend to have lower incomes, tend to be concentrated in certain 
communities, tend to have less access to parks and recreation, and tend to have higher levels of obesity 
and diabetes (see Maps SD-1 and SD-2). The cities of Chula Vista, Imperial Beach, and National City are 
each disproportionately Latino and are all located south of Interstate 8, in close proximity to the border 
with Mexico. Many of the cities north of the City of San Diego, including Del Mar, Encinitas, Poway, and 
Solana Beach, have disproportionately fewer Latinos.  

The City of San Diego accounts for a large proportion of the total population of the county and its 
overall ethnic breakdown is similar to the county as a whole. But there is considerable ethnic clustering in 
certain neighborhoods. Many of the neighborhoods with highest concentrations of people of color are 
located south of Interstate 8.94 For example, the neighborhoods in the central, southeastern, and far 
southern parts of the city, such as City Heights and Barrio Logan, have a much higher percentage of 
Latino residents than the city average, while neighborhoods in the western portion of the city, such as La 
Jolla and Pacific Beach, have a lower percentage of Latino residents than the city average.  

The highest concentrations of black residents are in the southeastern neighborhoods of the City of San 
Diego and the City of Lemon Grove, which is directly to the south-east of the City of San Diego. 
Meanwhile, black residents make up less than one percent of the population of several northern coastal 
cities, including Carlsbad, Del Mar, Encinitas, and Solana Beach. Asian populations also tend to be 
clustered, though the highest concentrations of Asians are in the City of San Diego’s northern 
neighborhoods, such as Mira Mesa and Sorrento Valley, while there are far fewer Asians living in the 
city’s southern neighborhoods.  
 On the other side, there are also several cities in the county which are disproportionately non-
Hispanic white. Del Mar is over 90% non-Hispanic white and has the lowest percentages of every other 
racial and ethnic group of any city in San Diego County. Despite the fact that on a countywide basis 55% 
of the region’s residents are non-Hispanic white, 77% or more of the population is non-Hispanic white in 
seven cities in San Diego County.95  
 Similar to the population clusters of racial and ethnic groups in the San Diego region, there is an 
uneven distribution of households by income level in the region. According to income brackets defined by 
SANDAG and the U.S. Census, nearly 40% of all households in the San Diego region are classified as 
Extremely Low Income, Very Low Income, or Low Income.96 These income brackets are determined by 

Race/Ethnicity Population 
Percent of Total 
Population (%) 

White, Non-Hispanic 1,548,833 55.0 
Hispanic/Latino 750,965 26.7 
Asian and Pacific Islander 257,461 9.1 
Black/African American 154,487 5.5 
Native American 15,253 0.5 
Other 86,834 3.1 
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the amount of household income and the number of people in the household so there is not a definitive 
dollar amount that defines any of the low income categories.   
 Most of the cities south of Interstate 8, including Chula Vista, El Cajon, Imperial Beach, Lemon 
Grove, and National City, have a median household income below the countywide median household 
income of $52,192.97 Conversely, many of the cities to the north of Interstate 8, such as Carlsbad, Del 
Mar, Encinitas, Poway, Santee, and Solana Beach, have median household incomes that exceed the 
countywide average. 
 Map SD-2 shows correlations between income and race or ethnicity.  There is considerable overlap in 
patterns of clustering by income level and racial or ethnic group. For example, many of the cities with the 
highest percentages of people of color are also cities that have low median household incomes. National 
City, which has the highest percentages of Latinos and Asians and the lowest percentage of non-Hispanic 
white residents of any city in San Diego County, also has the lowest median household income ($33,439) 
of any city in the county.98 Alternatively, the City of Del Mar, which has the highest percentage of non-
Hispanic whites and the lowest percentage of Latino residents, has the highest median income ($87,982) 
of any city in the county.99 
 Of the seven cities in San Diego County that have a median household income that exceeds the 
countywide median household income, each of these cities is disproportionately non-Hispanic white. 
Conversely, each of the eight cities in San Diego County that are disproportionately Latino has a median 
household income that is below the countywide level. Similarly, the three cities with higher percentages 
of black residents than the county average and the three cities with higher percentages of Asian residents 
than the county average each have a lower median household income than the countywide figure.  

B. Overweight and Obesity 

Fully 31% of children in San Diego are overweight or obese.100 Simply stated, overweight and obesity 
are part of a health crisis in San Diego. One common measure of weight status for children is Body Mass 
Index (BMI) in the 95th percentile or higher on the pediatric growth chart. This is particularly significant 
because 70% of overweight adolescents go on to become overweight adults, with increased risk for a 
variety of diseases and ailments that diminish quality of life and could lead to premature death.101  

Map SD-3 shows that low income children of color disproportionately lack access to parks and green 
space and suffer from the highest levels of child obesity. Rates of child obesity are high throughout the 
San Diego region. The highest concentrations of obese children are in the southwestern portion of the 
county, which is also one of the most park poor areas, and the area with the highest concentrations of low 
income households and people of color. Though the rates of child obesity are still too high in the northern 
coastal cities, this relatively park rich area has lower child obesity rates than the park poor areas south of 
Interstate 8. 

Weight management is also a problem among adults in San Diego, with 54.7% of adults (age 18 and 
older) in the county being overweight or obese.102 The magnitude of this crisis is heightened among 
certain racial and ethnic groups. The County of San Diego Health and Human Services Agency points out 
in its Healthy People 2010 San Diego report significant disparities in the prevalence of obesity between 
non-Hispanic whites and people of color.103 People of color are particularly vulnerable because they often 
live in communities that do not have enough green space for physical activity and/or lack access to 
healthy food. Rates of overweight and obesity in San Diego County are particularly high for Latinos and 
African Americans, at 64.5% and 66.2%, respectively. Asian and Pacific Islanders had the lowest rates of 
overweight and obesity of all ethnic groups. Figure 1 shows the percentage of overweight and obese 
adults for each racial or ethnic group in San Diego. 
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Figure 1. Percentage of Overweight and Obese Adults in San Diego County 

 
Source: California Health Interview Survey, AskCHIS: San Diego County Health Regions, (2009) 

C. Physical Fitness  

The health implications of the lack of places to play are profound. In San Diego County, 67% of fifth, 
seventh, and ninth graders failed to achieve minimum physical fitness standards during the 2007-2008 
school year.104  This number is on par with state averages of 68% of fifth, seventh, and ninth graders not 
meeting these standards.105  

There was a wide disparity in fitness rates between racial and ethnic groups. Latino and African 
American children were far less physically fit than their non-Hispanic white and Asian classmates for all 
grade levels assessed. For example, 40.5% of non-Hispanic white and 40.7% of Asian fifth grade students 
in San Diego County achieved physical fitness standards, while only 20.8% of Latino and 26.4% of 
African American fifth graders were physically fit. Table 2 shows the percentage of San Diego County 
students that achieved physical fitness standards by ethnicity. 
 

Table 2. Percentage of Physically Fit Students in San Diego County by Ethnicity 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Source: California Department of Education, Physical Fitness Testing Results for San Diego, (2009) 

D.  Physical Education, Student Health and Equal Justice 

In California, public schools are legally required to provide physical education.106 The California 
Department of Education regularly audits select school districts to monitor their compliance with this 
state law.  Over half the school districts audited between the 2004 and 2009 academic years (94 out of 
188) did not enforce physical education laws.107 San Diego City Unified, the only school district to be 
audited in San Diego County between 2004 and 2009, was found to be noncompliant during the 2004-
2005 school year.108 With 75% of the student population being children of color and nearly 64% 
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White, non-Hispanic 40.5 42.6 45.2 
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Asian and Pacific Islander 40.7 48.7 45.4 
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qualifying for free or reduced meals, the implications of insufficient physical education in school are 
significant. Many low income children and children of color do not have access to parks and green space 
in their neighborhoods and physical education represents the best opportunity for these children to be 
physically active. 

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) recently adopted an implementation plan to 
enforce physical education and civil rights laws that provides a best practice example for other school 
districts across the state. Working together with LAUSD administrators, diverse allies waged a successful 
campaign to enforce physical education and civil rights requirements.  The campaign included five 
elements. First, the teachers’ union, United Teachers of Los Angeles (UTLA), organized a public 
campaign to support physical education. Second, The City Project filed administrative complaints under 
education and civil rights laws to require the school district to enforce physical education requirements. 
Third, the school board unanimously adopted a resolution to enforce physical education and civil rights 
laws. Fourth, the district staff adopted the implementation plan. Fifth, the campaign relied on social 
science research published by the California Endowment and others highlighting the relationship between 
physical education, obesity, and health disparities based on race, ethnicity, and income.109 The plan will 
ensure that schools provide properly credentialed physical education teachers, meet the physical 
education minute requirements, maintain reasonable class size averages, and provide quality facilities for 
physical education.110  

A similar strategy could be effective to ensure that all districts in San Diego County provide students 
with the physical education and equal justice they are entitled to under law.  Good schools and a good 
education include physical education in the curriculum.111 If children of color and low income children do 
not receive physical education in school, they often do not engage in physical activity, because they have 
no place to play where they live. 

   V. GREEN ACCESS AND EQUITY IN THE SAN DIEGO REGION 

The maps of green access and equity show that not all San Diegans have equal access to parks and 
open spaces (see Map SD-1, SD-2, and SD-3). There are over 1.2 million total acres of publicly owned 
green space in the San Diego region and 2,813,835 residents. This equates to 415 total acres per thousand 
residents of publicly owned park and open space land in the county, far greater than the three acres per 
thousand resident threshold of park poverty. Though this ratio is extremely high, statistics alone does not 
tell the whole story. 

The majority of San Diego’s residents live within the densely populated western third of the county. 
Most of the green space, however, is found in the middle and eastern portions of the county. Large state 
parks and national forests cover much of this area. Access to these large parks is mostly limited to cars or 
other private vehicles. Within the heavily populated western portion of San Diego County, there is 
considerable variability in the levels of park access among different areas. 

A. Proximity to Green Space 

The parts of the San Diego region that have the most acres of green space, the middle and eastern 
portions of the county, are the places where the fewest people live. These parts of the county are home to 
several large open space parks, including Cleveland National Forest, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, and 
Cuyamaca Rancho State Park. These large parks are tremendous green space assets and provide immense 
benefits to those who are able to access them, but are difficult to reach for many residents. Because these 
parks are located a considerable distance from the region’s major population centers, accessing these 
parks requires a car, planning, and significant amounts of time. For residents without access to a car, it is 
extremely difficult to reach these parks.  

The majority of the San Diego region’s residents live within the western portion of the county. There 
are fewer large open space parks in this part of the San Diego region, though there are exceptions such as 
Mission Trails Regional Park. In general, there are far fewer acres of green space and far more people in 
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the western portion than elsewhere in the county (see Map SD-1). A closer examination reveals that there 
is a high level of variability in regard to available green space within this densely populated part of the 
San Diego region. 

Maps SD-1 and SD-2 show that the most park poor areas of the region are also the areas with the 
highest concentrations of low income households and people of color. Many of these areas are in the 
southwestern portion of the region, south of Interstate 8, though there are also pockets in places such as 
Escondido, Vista, and Oceanside in the northern part of the county.  

B. Urban Parks 

Each of San Diego’s incorporated cities owns and operates some amount of park and recreation land, 
in addition to any county-, state-, or federally-operated green space within that city’s borders. Though the 
amount of city-owned green space in each municipality varies, most cities do not offer very much. 
Among the 18 cities, 13 are park poor: these 13 cities provide less than three acres of green space per 
thousand residents. Three of the remaining five cities are on the cusp of being park poor, each offering 
approximately three acres per thousand residents. Only the cities of San Diego and Encinitas offer 
significantly more than three acres per thousand residents.112  

The City of San Diego is one exception to the lack of city-operated green space in the densely 
populated portion of the county. With 39,737 acres of dedicated park and open space land, the city offers 
approximately 32.5 acres of parks per thousand residents. In addition, the city maintains over 100 joint 
use agreements with the San Diego Unified School District, allowing recreational use of school facilities 
by the public outside of school hours.113 

Large urban parks are a particularly noteworthy aspect of the City of San Diego’s park system. 
Covering 1,172 acres, Balboa Park is the largest urban cultural park in the country.114 In addition to active 
and passive recreation, Balboa Park is home to botanical gardens, 15 museums, the Old Globe Theatre, 
and the San Diego Zoo. Most importantly, Balboa Park is centrally located and easy to access via public 
transit. As a result of its range of recreation options and its location, Balboa Park is widely accessible to 
many San Diegans and serves as one of the most important green space resources in the region.  

Mission Trails Regional Park and Mission Bay are other examples of large urban parks within the 
City of San Diego. Mission Trails Regional Park is a 5,800-acre open space preserve located just a few 
miles outside of downtown San Diego. While it is possible to access this park via public transit, the trip 
requires several bus transfers from the region’s most park poor areas and can be quite time consuming.115 
Mission Trails Regional Park is highly utilized, especially on weekends, but San Diegans who do not 
have a car have a difficult time reaching the park. Improving transit options to the park will allow a 
diversity of users to access the park and can also help moderate traffic congestion and reduce 
transportation-related emissions that impact local air quality, as well as climate change.   

Mission Bay is another one of San Diego’s unique recreational resources. With over 4,000 acres of 
land and water, Mission Bay offers a mix of active and passive recreation that is both land- and water-
based. This park is the largest man-made public aquatic recreation center in the world and is also home to 
Sea World.116 Mission Bay offers recreational opportunities that are not available anywhere else in San 
Diego. The park is accessible via public transit, allowing a much larger segment of the population to 
access the park. 

Even though the City of San Diego does provide sufficient green space on average, the distribution of 
that green space is not even. With large open space parks like Mission Trails Regional Park in close 
proximity, the northern neighborhoods have so much available green space that the overall city average 
far exceeds three acres per thousand residents. Map SD-2 shows that residents of the central, southeastern, 
and far southern neighborhoods of the City of San Diego, however, do not have enough available green 
space. The map also shows that many of these park poor neighborhoods are also income poor and have 
high concentrations of people of color.           
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C. Beaches 

San Diego County is home to 70 miles of coastline along the Pacific Ocean. There are dozens of city 
and state beaches throughout the county offering a diverse range of recreational opportunities. Beaches 
are important recreational resources that offer significant benefits, including physical activity, relaxation, 
economic vitality, and environmental services.117 Though the beaches are open to everyone, accessing the 
beach is not always easy for residents who do not live near the coast. As a result, not all San Diego 
residents have equal access to the beach.  

Eight cities within San Diego County are located on the coast. The population of most of these cities 
is disproportionately non-Hispanic white. Carlsbad, Coronado, Del Mar, Encinitas, and Solana Beach 
each have non-Hispanic white populations that exceed the county average by 20% or more. Moreover, 
while the City of San Diego’s ethnic mix is similar to the county average, the neighborhoods along the 
coast, including La Jolla, Pacific Beach, Sunset Cliffs, and several others, are all disproportionately non-
Hispanic white.  
 

Table 3. Population of San Diego County Cities with Coastal Access by Racial and Ethnic Group 

 
Source: SANDAG, Population by Race and Hispanic/Latino Origin (2000) 

 
The two cities that are exceptions are Imperial Beach and Oceanside. Similar to many of the cities in 

the southern part of the county, Imperial Beach has a disproportionate number of Latino residents. This is 
likely due to the fact that it is adjacent to the U.S.-Mexico border. With its proximity to Camp Pendleton, 
Oceanside is home to many military personnel and their families. As a result, many of its residents are 
originally from other parts of the country and the population is more ethnically and racially diverse than 
other parts of San Diego County.118 Military pay also tends to lower the average income in Oceanside 
compared to other beachfront communities.119  Table 3 shows the racial and ethnic composition of the San 
Diego County cities with coastal access. 

D. Forests and Mountains 

The mountains are a well-known feature of the San Diego region, including the Laguna Mountains, 
Cuyamaca Mountains, Palomar Mountains, parts of the Peninsular Ranges and several others. The 
majority of the mountains in San Diego County are in the sparsely populated central and eastern portions 
of the county. While the region’s mountains offer a wide variety of recreational opportunities, accessing 
these resources can be difficult because they are located far distances from the major population centers in 
the San Diego region and transit options are limited. 

City 
Total 

Population 

White, non-
Hispanic 

(%) 
Latino 

(%) 

Asian and 
Pacific Islander 

(%) 
Black 
(%) 

Native 
American 

(%) 
Carlsbad 78,247 80.5 11.7 4.4 0.9 0.3 
Coronado 24,100 78.6 9.8 3.9 5.0 0.5 
Del Mar 4,389 90.9 3.9 2.9 0.3 0.3 
Encinitas 58,014 79.0 14.8 3.2 0.5 0.3 
Imperial Beach 26,992 43.5 40.1 6.8 5.0 0.7 
Oceanside 161,029 53.6 30.2 6.6 5.9 0.4 
San Diego 1,223,400 49.4 25.4 13.9 7.6 0.3 
Solana Beach 12,979 79.0 14.8 3.4 0.5 0.2 
County Average 2,813,833 55.0 26.7 9.1 5.5 0.5 
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San Diego County is also home to 287,500 acres of the Cleveland National Forest, including the 
Descanso Ranger District and part of the Palomar Ranger District. Cleveland National Forest supports 
many forms of recreation, including camping, hiking, picnicking, horseback riding, hunting, and 
fishing.120 There are also four wilderness areas in the Cleveland National Forest, including three 
wilderness areas covering a total of 37,000 acres within the portion of Cleveland National Forest in San 
Diego County. Although the forest accounts for a large portion of the open space within San Diego 
County, accessing Cleveland National Forest requires long drives for many San Diego residents.  

VI. UNDERSTANDING DISPARITIES IN LAND USE, HOUSING, AND PARK ACCESS  

The history of San Diego is relevant to understand how disparities in green access within the region 
came to be and what opportunities exist for making green access more equitable. The reality that low 
income people of color disproportionately lack equal access to parks, beaches, trails, and forests is not an 
accident of unplanned growth, and not the result of an efficient free market distribution of land, but the 
continuing legacy of a history and pattern of discriminatory land use, housing and economic policies and 
practices. While this history might be viewed as controversial, the intention in presenting it is not to be 
confrontational or divisive. Instead, the intention is to understand the root of green access disparities in 
order to find solutions to overcome these inequities.121 

San Diego is blessed with a diverse array of people and cultures. Native Americans have inhabited the 
area for more than 10,000 years.122 The first Europeans to set foot in the region were Spanish explorers 
that arrived in 1542, though Europeans did not settle in the region until 1769.123 In 1850, San Diego 
became one of the state’s original counties when California was ceded to the United States by Mexico.124  

Immigration to San Diego increased in the late 1800’s with the arrival of Chinese and Japanese 
workers.125 Almost as soon as these new residents arrived, they faced discrimination. Laws were passed 
banning both groups from owning land and forcing them to live only in certain areas.126 An Anti-Chinese 
Club formed to protest that Chinese workers were taking jobs building the railroads from white people.127 
Japanese residents faced continued segregation and discrimination until all people of Japanese ancestry in 
San Diego County south of the San Dieguito River were sent to internment camps as part of the federal 
government’s forced relocation program during World War II.128 

At the time San Diego became part of the United States, some of the land remained in the hands of 
Mexican landowners. As more and more non-Hispanic white settlers came to the area, the Mexican 
landowners became increasingly marginalized.129 Ironically, as the new white residents developed 
businesses and farms throughout San Diego, they became increasingly dependent on a Mexican work 
force. The non-Hispanic white landowners sought to maintain their political, social, and economic power 
by forcing the Mexican and Mexican-American workers to live in colonias and barrios and by passing 
discriminatory policies such as “greaser laws,” which permitted the harassment of Mexicans.130 During 
the Great Depression in the 1930s, many Mexicans and Mexican-Americans were forced out of San 
Diego and repatriated back to Mexico131 based on unsubstantiated claims that they were taking jobs and 
using scarce welfare resources.132   

Real estate agents played a proactive role enforcing residential segregation through their practices.133 
In 1907, the San Diego Chamber of Commerce rejected the sale of a large plot of land to a real estate 
developer who wanted to build housing for African American workers because of fear over “negro 
colonization.”134  

Racially restrictive housing covenants were used against people of color throughout the first half of 
the 20th century. The California Supreme Court sanctioned restrictive covenants in 1919 and California 
courts continued to uphold them as late as 1947. The Federal Housing Authority not only sanctioned 
racially restrictive housing covenants, but also developed a recommended formula for their inclusion in 
subdivision contracts.135 Restrictive city ordinances, housing covenants, and other racially discriminatory 
measures dramatically limited access by people of color to housing, jobs, schools, playgrounds, parks, 
beaches, restaurants, transportation, and other public accommodations.136   

The landmark U.S. Supreme Court decisions in Shelley v. Kramer137 in 1948 and Barrows v. 
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Jackson138 in 1951 made racially restrictive housing covenants illegal and unenforceable. Even after those 
decisions, however, blacks and other people of color were excluded from white neighborhoods.139 After 
the end of World War II, many individual white homeowners, and public and private institutions in the 
housing market, continued to prevent African Americans from living in communities that were not 
already black.140 Even as the black population grew around the war industry during the 1940s, some of the 
area’s major employers, such as Vultee Aircraft, had publicly known policies of not employing people of 
color.141   

Discrimination in housing continued through the late 1960s in San Diego. State laws in California 
continued to go back and forth in their prohibition of housing discrimination during this time. Laws such 
as the Unruh Civil Rights Act142 and the Rumford Fair Housing Act143 represented progress in 
guaranteeing that no one could be discriminated against on the basis of their ethnicity, gender, or family 
status for housing and employment.  

Conversely, laws such as Proposition 14 sought to permit housing discrimination in California. This 
law, which was approved by nearly 65% of California voters in 1964, allowed the seller of a property to 
deny the right to buy, lease, or rent that property to anyone they did not want to live there,144 effectively 
nullifying the Rumford Act.145 The San Diego Realty Board, through its Committee on Home Protection, 
publicly advocated for the passage of Proposition 14, which had been placed on the ballot by the 
California Real Estate Association. It was not until the landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling in 1967 in 
Reitman v. Mulkey,146 a case originating in neighboring Orange County that Proposition 14 was found to 
violate both the California and United States constitutions and set aside.  

Prof. Ira Katznelson's book When Affirmative Action Was White documents how racial inequities 
were aggravated by economic policies dating back to the Great Depression, New Deal and World War II 
that had the impact of excluding blacks and increasing income, wealth, and class disparities.  These laws 
and policies that perpetuated and aggravated racial inequalities were shaped by Southern Congressmen to 
ensure that state and local officials would retain their discretion to invest economic recovery dollars in 
line with discriminatory laws, policies and practices based on the unequal distribution of public and 
private resources based on race.  This includes, for example, discriminatory housing subsidies and Social 
Security, which did not cover domestic workers or agricultural workers who were disproportionately 
black.  A continuing legacy of discriminatory economic policies is that the average black family in the 
United States holds just 10% of the assets of the average white family.147 

 Though segregated housing and discriminatory employment practices are no longer legal in San 
Diego, inequalities in park access and recreation that exist in San Diego today are, in part, a legacy of 
such laws, policies and practices. 

VII. LEGAL JUSTIFICATIONS FOR EQUAL ACCESS TO PARKS AND RECREATION  

Advocates in the urban park movement have creatively combined strategic campaigns including a 
variety of legal theories to create new great urban parks and to protect public access to public lands, 
including state and federal civil rights and environmental laws and First Amendment rights to freedom of 
association and expression in parks and beaches.148 San Diego faces the opportunity to affirmatively 
comply with these laws. 

Federal and state laws prohibit both intentional discrimination and unjustified discriminatory impacts 
for which there are less discriminatory alternatives in the provision of public resources, including access 
to parks and other public lands.  

Recipients of public funds, such as the County of San Diego and the region’s incorporated cities, are 
prohibited from engaging in practices that have the intent or the effect of discriminating based on race or 
ethnicity.  Title VI of the Civil Rights of 1964 and its implementing regulations prohibit both (1) 
intentional discrimination based on race, color or national origin, and (2) unjustified discriminatory 
impacts for which there are less discriminatory alternatives, by recipients of federal financial 
assistance.149 An important purpose of the statutory equal justice framework is to ensure that recipients of 
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public funds do not maintain policies or practices that result in discrimination based on race, color or 
national origin.150 

Stated in positive terms, government officials, park planners and advocates in the San Diego region 
should analyze green space access and equity in planning for and investing in parks and recreation.  
Recipients of federal financial assistance under civil rights laws and principles must prepare an equity 
analysis and plan that includes the following elements: 
 

(1) A clear description of what is planned;  
(2) An analysis of the impact on all populations, including minority and low income populations;  
(3) An analysis of available alternatives;  
(4) The documented inclusion of minority and low income populations in the study and decision-
making process; and  
(5) An implementation plan to address any concerns identified in the equity analysis. 

 
This equity plan is consistent with the equity analysis and plan that the Federal Transit 

Administration (FTA) has required the Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) and the Bay 
Area Rapid Transit District (BART) to conduct as a condition of receiving federal funds under Title VI of 
the Civil Rights Act and its regulations.151  

This equity plan is consistent with the requirements for federal funding imposed by then-Secretary of 
Housing and Urban Development Andrew Cuomo on the City of Los Angeles for the site that is now the 
Los Angeles State Historic Park at the Cornfield. Secretary Cuomo withheld federal funds for a proposed 
warehouse project at the site unless there was a full environmental impact statement including an 
environmental justice analysis that considered the park alternative and the impact on people of color.  
Secretary Cuomo acted in response to a campaign by community advocates including The City Project 
based on civil rights and environmental laws.152 As a result of this action, the 32 acre abandoned rail yard 
-- the last vast open space in downtown Los Angeles -- could have been warehouses.  Instead, it’s a park. 
The Los Angeles Times called the community victory “a heroic monument” and “a symbol of hope.”153 
As reported in the Times, advocates “organized a civil rights challenge that claimed the project was the 
result of discriminatory land-use policies that had long deprived minority neighborhoods of parks.”154 

The regulations that every federal agency has enacted pursuant to Title VI bar criteria or methods of 
administration by recipients of federal funds that have the effect of subjecting persons to discrimination 
because of their race, color, or national origin, or have the effect of defeating or substantially impairing 
accomplishment of the objectives of a program with respect to individuals of a particular race, color, or 
national origin.155  These regulations embody the discriminatory impact standard.  Intent to discriminate is 
not required under this standard.  

To receive federal funds, a recipient must certify that its programs and activities comply with Title VI 
and its regulations.156 In furtherance of this obligation, recipients of federal financial assistance such as 
the county must collect, maintain, and provide upon request timely, complete, and accurate compliance 
information.157 

The Office of Management and Budget has circulated guidance specifying that recipients of federal 
funds, including the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), are to comply with Title VI of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, as well as other equal opportunity laws and principles.158 The United States 
Department of Justice under President Obama has re-emphasized the need for federal agencies to enforce, 
and recipients of federal funds to proactively comply with, equal justice laws and principles including 
Title VI.159 The Ninth Circuit has recently condemned the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency for its pattern of failing to investigate Environmental Justice complaints.160  

California law also prohibits both intentional discrimination and unjustified discriminatory impacts 
under Government Code section 11135 and its regulations, which are analogous to Title VI and its 
regulations.161 The regulations pursuant to 11135 bar criteria or methods of administration that have the 
purpose or effect of subjecting a person to discrimination on the basis of ethnic group identification or 
color.  Intent to discriminate is not required under the discriminatory impact standard.162  In addition, 
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California law defines environmental justice as “the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and 
incomes with respect to the development, adoption, implementation, and enforcement of environmental 
laws, regulations, and policies.”163   

The inquiry under the disparate impact standard is: (1) whether a practice has a disproportionate 
impact based on race, color or national origin; (2) if so, the recipient of public funds such as the County 
bears the burden of proving that such action is justified by business necessity; and (3) even if the action 
would otherwise be justified, the action is prohibited if there are less discriminatory alternatives to 
accomplish the same objective.164 

The following is evidence of intentional discrimination: (1) the impact of the action and whether it 
bears more heavily on one group than another; (2) a history of discrimination; (3) departures from 
substantive norms; (4) departures from procedural norms in reaching a decision; (5) whether the decision 
maker knows of the harm its decision will cause; and (6) a pattern or practice of discrimination.165  
 SANDAG addresses environmental justice and social equity as a chapter in its Regional 
Comprehensive Plan.166 This planning document not only calls for equal justice in regard to a healthy 
environment, economic prosperity, and housing, but also in terms of public facilities, urban form, and 
transportation. Further, SANDAG calls for the participation of all residents, regardless of race, ethnicity, 
or income status, in the community planning process.167 These directives can help promote improved 
access to existing green space for all San Diego residents, as well as the preservation and maintenance of 
urban green spaces in the San Diego region.  

The City of San Diego addresses equal access to green space as an environmental justice issue in its 
General Plan.168 Updated in 2008, the Land Use and Community Planning Element includes a section on 
Environmental Justice that includes 16 policies that fall under the categories of Planning Process, Public 
Facilities, Transportation, and Environmental Protection. The Environmental Justice section of this 
General Plan Element states the city’s goal of providing “equitable distribution of public facilities, 
infrastructure, and services throughout all communities.”169 Further, the policies for implementing the 
environmental justice goals for public facilities170 explicitly call for public facilities, infrastructure, and 
services to benefit communities in need and for planning decisions to include all community residents.171 

The California Coastal Commission adopted a local coastal plan requiring maximized public access to 
the beach while ensuring the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and incomes in 2002.172 This 
was the first time an agency implemented the statutory definition of environmental justice under 
California law. Though this coastal plan was specific to Malibu, the Commissioner Pedro Nava expressed 
a desire that the ruling would set a precedent for other communities, ensuring that visitors are not 
excluded because of their income or race.173 The Commission adopted the provision in response to the 
advocacy of The City Project on behalf of a diverse alliance.174 

Planning and administrative processes are available to achieve compliance with civil rights laws and 
overcome discriminatory impacts. Elected officials should be increasingly sensitive to, and held 
accountable for, the impact of their actions on communities of color and low income communities, 
especially now that people of color are in the majority in forty-eight out of the 100 largest cities in the 
country.175  Voluntary compliance is the preferred method of applying the civil rights laws. 

VIII. PARK VICTORIES AND OPPORTUNITIES IN SAN DIEGO  

A. Park Victories 

1.  Panhe and San Onofre State Beach  

 The northern-most part of the San Diego coastline is a 3.5-mile stretch of beach known as San Onofre 
State Beach Park. This 3,000 acre state park is not only the site of Trestles Beach, one of the most famous 
surfing beaches in the entire world, but is also a popular destination for families, hikers, bird watchers, 
sunbathers, and campers. Its 2.7 million visitors per year make San Onofre the fifth most popular state 
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park in California. San Onofre is also considered an environmentally sensitive area that provides critical 
habitat to a number of rare animals and plants including the pocket mouse.176  

San Onofre is the location of Panhe.  Panhe is the site of a 9,000-year old village that is still a sacred, 
ceremonial, cultural, and burial site for the Native American Acjachemen people. Panhe has historical 
significance as the site of the first baptism in California and the first close contact between Spanish 
explorers, Catholic missionaries, and Native Americans in Southern California. The Acjachemen people 
built Mission San Juan Capistrano.177 

A public-private toll road agency in Orange County has sought to build a toll road called the Foothill-
South Toll Road through the park and Panhe. 

In one of the greatest victories for Sacred Sites and the environment in California, a diverse alliance 
including United Coalition to Protect Panhe, The City Project, surfers, and mainstream conservationists 
have saved Panhe and San Onofre and stopped the toll road.  After the largest hearing in its history, the 
California Coastal Commission voted 8-2 against the toll road in February 2008.  Commissioner Mary 
Shallenberger said the impact on Native Americans was reason enough to stop the toll road.  The U.S. 
Department of Commerce upheld the Coastal Commission in December 2008 after a ten-hour public 
hearing. Recently, the United States Navy and the Marines have vetoed an alternative route through Camp 
Pendleton that would risk the lives of Marines heading into battle.178       

2. Chicano Park 

Barrio Logan, in central San Diego, traditionally has been underserved by the city park system. By 
the 1940s, Barrio Logan had developed into one of the largest Mexican-American residential 
communities on the West Coast, boasting as many as 20,000 residents.179 Following the end of World 
War II, the city began rezoning the area to allow industrial operations and junkyards into the 
neighborhood and next to schools, slowly causing many residents to leave the community. A series of 
other events, such as the construction of Interstate 5 in 1963 and the construction of the Coronado Bay 
Bridge in 1969, caused further migration out of the neighborhood.180  

The neighborhood’s residents organized and persuaded the City of San Diego to preserve the land 
underneath Coronado Bay Bridge as a 1.8-acre public park. Despite the city’s promises, on April 22, 1970 
-- which coincidentally is also the date of the first Earth Day -- the residents of Barrio Logan found 
construction crews beginning work on a new headquarters and parking lot for the California Highway 
Patrol on the site of the planned park. Community members organized as the Chicano Park Steering 
Committee and demonstrated on the site in protest, ultimately halting construction of the CHP 
facilities.181 After months of negotiation, on June 30, 1970, the city and state officially authorized the 
construction of a park on the site. 

The park is now known as Chicano Park and represents a victory for green access, cultural 
preservation, and the people of Barrio Logan. To further demonstrate the park’s significance to the local 
community, a group of artists led by Salvador Torres painted giant murals celebrating Chicano history 
and culture in and above the park on the pylons supporting the bridge. These works of art are the largest 
set of Chicano murals in the world. The park is designated as a San Diego Historical Site and remains an 
integral part of the social fabric of not only the residents of Barrio Logan but of the entire San Diego 
community.182       

B. Opportunities to Improve Green Access and Equity 

Despite the abundance of green space in the San Diego region, not all of the region’s residents enjoy 
sufficient access to these resources. Fortunately, there are opportunities to correct the existing inequities. 
Projects recommended below can improve future access to green space in the San Diego region. Some are 
already being implemented by dedicated coalitions of concerned citizens, community groups, and 
government agencies. They are presented here because they are either still in the planning phase or are 
only partially completed. Other ideas have not yet been implemented in the San Diego region but offer 
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hope that green access can be improved for all. 
Opportunities to improve park access should be prioritized in the most park poor and income poor 

areas in the San Diego region, such as the southwestern portion of the county that also has 
disproportionate number of people of color. Some of these opportunities below apply to the entire San 
Diego region, but should be prioritized in these park poor and income poor areas. 

1. Transit to Trails 

San Diego should develop and implement a strategic plan for a “Transit to Trails” program to take 
children and their families and friends on fun, educational and healthy outings to parks, beaches, forests, 
mountains, lakes, deserts, and other public green spaces. A Transit to Trails program could serve all the 
people of the region, but would be particularly useful if targeted towards low income families with 
limited or no access to cars, who are also disproportionately people of color.183 

A Transit to Trails program provides green access for people who otherwise would not have choices. 
Program participants are transported to these green spaces via public transportation, such as busses. The 
trips are led by experienced nature guides and offer participants the chance to not only experience and 
connect with nature but also to learn about physical activity, healthy eating, and cultural and historical 
resources.  Transit to Trails provides a way for these residents to access more of San Diego’s green 
spaces. 

Implementing Transit to Trails requires relatively low levels of oversight and administrative support. 
Coordinating trips requires little more than willing participants, guides, equipment and supplies, and 
transportation. Community groups can work with guides to design a series of programs that caters to the 
local community. As a public service program, Transit to Trails administrators can seek donations or 
discounts on equipment and supplies from local retailers. Likewise, transportation can be coordinated 
with municipal transit operators when possible or through school districts that have school buses available 
for trips on weekends or over the summer.  

A successful pilot Transit to Trails program has been implemented in Los Angeles County through a 
creative partnership between Anahuak Youth Association, Mountains and Recreation Conservation 
Authority, National Park Service, and The City Project. Inner city youth who live within an hour of the 
mountains and beaches have gone on trips to the Santa Monica Mountains National Recreation Area, a 
vast green space resource that most had never visited before.184  

The Southern California Association of Governments (“SCAG”) addresses the need to improve 
access to parks and recreation for all, particularly low-income communities, in the 2008 Regional 
Transportation Plan (RTP) Environmental Justice Report. According to SCAG:  
 

Public parks serve all residents. . . .  However, not all neighborhoods and people have 
equal access to these public resources,” including local, state, and national parks.  A 
multi-agency effort must be undertaken in order to further address and remedy the issue 
of inequity of park access.185 

 
Transit to Trails is one remedy for inequitable park access. San Diego is a prime candidate for a 

Transit to Trails program because there is so much open space land within close proximity of a large 
population base. San Diego rightly takes much pride in its natural environment. Transit to Trails would 
help ensure that everyone in San Diego has the opportunity to access green space.186 

2. Canyons and Interconnected Regional Canyon Park System 

Protecting and restoring the San Diego region’s canyons is another opportunity to improve access to 
green space throughout the entire region. San Diego County’s unique geography with steep hillsides, 
canyons, and narrow, intermittent streams has resulted in hundreds of islands of natural open space. There 
are 20,000 acres of canyons that are distributed throughout the San Diego region,187 including many in 
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neighborhoods that are currently underserved by the existing park system. Canyons offer a way for San 
Diego’s residents to access nature and open space within their own local communities. They provide 
many important social and environmental benefits, such as opportunities for physical activity and 
recreation, educational opportunities for learning about the local environment, visual and psychological 
relief from the urban environment, community pride, and active transportation routes that people can use 
to walk throughout the community. Additionally, canyons provide vital environmental functions like 
filtering urban runoff and serving as critical habitat for plants and wildlife. 

Unfortunately, many of San Diego’s canyons have been neglected or taken for granted over the years 
and, as a result, have become inaccessible and unwelcoming, and are perceived as unsafe. A large number 
of canyons have become overgrown with weeds and other non-native vegetation, making the land 
difficult to walk through and have also suffered from erosion and landslides. Many canyons are littered 
with trash or are home to encampments of illegal activity or vagrants. Another significant issue is that 
urban development has led to individual canyons becoming isolated from each other, creating islands of 
green space instead of an interconnected, open space system. The effect has been to severely reduce 
access to canyons and many of the recreational opportunities they provide. 

There is a great opportunity to transform these neglected open space canyons and creeks into healthy 
natural green spaces that local residents can access and benefit from. This is a particularly promising 
opportunity for improving green access because restoring and protecting the region’s canyons provides 
benefits to the entire breadth of the San Diego region. Over the past few years a movement to restore 
many of San Diego’s canyons has steadily grown.188 Networks of concerned citizens organized into 
friends groups are supporting a significant number of individual canyons189 and momentum has increased 
for the establishment of a regional park system connecting San Diego’s canyons.190  

There is evidence of the positive impact from reclaiming canyons from sites such as Swan Canyon in 
City Heights, where residents are taking ownership of their neighborhood open spaces and a sense of 
community pride is building while they are also being physically active as they convert an economic and 
social liability into a cherished community asset. Because of existing inequities in access to green space, 
it is particularly important that canyons in communities with large numbers of people of color, such as 
Swan Canyon, are the focus of such restoration and protection efforts. Successfully restoring and 
protecting the San Diego region’s canyons to improve green access for all San Diegans requires the 
participation of local community members. Community participation helps ensure that restoration 
activities support the needs of local residents. These local groups must continue to be supported, both 
physically and financially, and efforts should be made to bring these groups together under larger 
coalitions. 

At the same time as the local restoration activities are taking place, these broader coalitions should 
continue to work for the creation of an interconnected regional canyon park system. Realizing the full 
potential of the benefits that canyons can provide to the people of San Diego requires the canyons to be 
linked to one another. Moreover, connecting the canyons will physically and symbolically connect all San 
Diegans and exponentially increase opportunities to access green space within the county. 

3. Community Gardens 

Community gardens are a great way to get community members outdoors and interacting with the 
environment while also providing a local source of healthy food. These benefits apply to everyone in San 
Diego but are particularly helpful to low income communities where green space is scarce and healthy 
food options are limited. Community gardens also offer the opportunity for local residents to take pride in 
their community, provide a venue for community relationship building, serve as educational forums, 
beautify neighborhoods, and provide physical, visual, and psychological relief from the urban 
environment.191 For residents with roots in other countries, community gardens present the opportunity to 
grow vegetables from their native country that may not be available at local markets. This can be 
especially important in neighborhoods like City Heights that are home to not only a diversity of cultures 
but also many recent immigrants. The best part is that community gardening is an activity that anyone, 
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from children to senior citizens and everyone in between, can participate in.192 
First Lady Michelle Obama has made community gardens a top priority in her campaign to reduce 

obesity, increase healthy living, and empower low income families to eat more fruits and vegetables. She 
is leading by example by creating a food garden at the White House.193 In April 2010, Mrs. Obama visited 
New Roots Community Farm in City Heights to demonstrate to the entire country how community 
gardens in the San Diego region are improving the lives of local residents.194 With her ability to influence 
federal policy to support such initiatives, in addition to funding from a $16 million grant from the U.S. 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention intended to support nutritious eating and physical activity,195 
the San Diego region’s community gardening and urban farming movement is primed to really take off.    

There are currently over 30 community gardens throughout San Diego, but there is the potential for 
many more.196 Of the gardens currently in existence, different gardens cater to different needs. Gardens 
vary in size from very large to very small. Some are completely open to the public while others have 
waiting lists or have restrictions that only local community members can have plots. Developing more 
community gardens will help ensure that everyone in San Diego has the opportunity to grow their own 
food if they want to. Maintaining community gardens at schools and incorporating them into the 
curriculum is a particularly effective way to improve green access for youth while also teaching them the 
importance of eating a balanced diet and providing the foods they need to eat well.  

Starting a community garden requires only a small plot of land, seeds, a minimal amount of gardening 
equipment, and the expertise of an experienced gardener.197 Funding requirements are small and gardens 
in low income communities where residents can not afford dues for upkeep can appeal to local 
businesses, public health organizations, or community benefit organizations for funding to keep the 
garden in order. There are many experienced gardeners in San Diego and an active community gardening 
movement already exists in many communities.198  

Unfortunately, in many places in the region, including the City of San Diego, the process for 
acquiring the necessary permits to create a community garden is burdensome and expensive. Local 
governments should work to streamline the permitting process so that the region’s residents can benefit 
from these resources. Efforts should be made to expand the reach of community gardens and to ensure 
that traditionally underserved neighborhoods are targeted as sites for new gardens.     

4. Otay River Valley and Otay Valley Regional Park 

The area extending from the south of San Diego Bay down to the US-Mexico border is one of the 
most park poor areas in the San Diego region. Much of this disproportionately Latino part of San Diego 
County also lies in the Otay River Valley. The County of San Diego and the cities of San Diego and 
Chula Vista have entered into a multijurisdictional agreement to create the Otay Valley Regional Park in 
an effort to improve green access in the area.199 There are plans to create a nearly 9,000 acre park and 
open space which will include playing fields, picnic areas, bicycle trails, and horse riding trails, as well as 
hiking trails and open space.200 These plans also call for the preservation of Native American 
archaeological sites and other historically relevant resources.201 The park will also create trails to connect 
the watersheds of the Otay River, Tijuana River, and Sweetwater River. These trails serve the vital 
function of providing active transportation routes for the area’s residents, as well as avenues for 
recreation.   

At this time, only a small portion of the planned park is open for public use.202 At first, awareness of 
the park was limited but recent efforts to publicize the park in both English and Spanish have helped 
increase the number of park visitors.203 Developing the rest of the planned park will greatly improve the 
green access for local residents. It is also important that the local communities continue to be informed 
about the park and future plans for its completion. Park officials should take into account that English is 
not the primary language for many of the area’s residents and distribute all information about the park in 
Spanish, as well as English. Additionally, efforts should be made to allow participation by Spanish 
speakers in planning and implementation activities. Funding for translation services for park materials 
should be included in future budgets and translation should be made a priority.  
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Otay Valley Regional Park has the potential to become one of San Diego’s next great green spaces. 
By balancing active and passive recreation with large open space preserves, this park will be able to meet 
multiple green access needs in an area of San Diego that is home to many low income people of color. 
Communicating with the local community about ongoing planning and implementation activities is 
critical to the park’s success in improving green access for these residents.          

5. Chollas Creek Restoration 

Chollas Creek is a 32-mile creek and watershed area that runs through many of the most ethnically 
and racially diverse parts of the San Diego region, including the neighborhoods of City Heights, Barrio 
Logan, and Encanto in the City of San Diego and the City of Lemon Grove.204 Unfortunately this 
waterway, which drains to San Diego Bay and eventually into the ocean, has been severely neglected and 
has become highly polluted, overrun with non-native vegetation, and drastically altered by urban 
development over the course of many years.205 The restoration of Chollas Creek has been discussed for 
decades and enhancement activities are currently underway on parts of the creek through the Chollas 
Creek Enhancement Plan.206  Much of the part of the creek that is being restored is currently protected by 
the City of San Diego as open space. The goal is to eventually develop this area into a linear park based 
around a well-functioning creek and wetlands that can potentially be a site for both active and passive 
recreation.207 Ongoing projects are helping to cleanup and prevent future illegal dumping and remove 
non-native plants but significant work remains. Meanwhile, other parts of the creek and watershed are not 
being protected at all and are less frequently targeted for cleanup projects.208   

Restoring the entire length of Chollas Creek and creating an urban park designed to meet the needs of 
the diverse communities that live in the area is a great way to improve green access for local residents, 
including many people of color, who currently lack adequate access to parks and open spaces. The vision 
laid out in the Chollas Creek Enhancement Plan presents a framework for creating much needed green 
space in this park poor area. Restoration plans should be expanded to cover the entire length of the creek. 
Ensuring that a new park system along Chollas Creek meets the green space needs of the people who live 
near it will also require including local community members in all planning activities and decision 
making.        

6. San Diego River Revitalization 

The San Diego River flows for 52 miles from its headwaters in the Cuyamaca Mountains in eastern 
San Diego County all the way to the Pacific Ocean. The river has been home to human inhabitants for 
over 8,000 years and provides significant recreational, cultural, ecological, and educational value.209 
Unfortunately, after years of serving as an illegal trash dump and having polluted urban runoff drain 
directly into its waters, the health of the San Diego River and its watershed has declined severely.210  

In response, concerned citizens, the cities of San Diego and Santee, the County of San Diego, and the 
state came together in hopes of developing a plan to restore the health of the river. As a result, several 
intergovernmental and citizen groups dedicated to the restoration, revitalization, and enhancement of the 
San Diego River and the recreational opportunities associated with the river were formed.  

Working individually and in collaboration, these organizations have developed a vision for a San 
Diego River Park that goes beyond ecology and hydrology to incorporate the human element into the 
revitalization of the river. The proposed San Diego River Park will be an interconnected system of parks, 
trails, open spaces, public places, and community facilities supporting active and passive recreation along 
the length of the river.211  

This project is currently in the planning phase. A San Diego River Park Draft Master Plan has been 
created and is currently in the process of being reviewed and revised.212 Once the Master Plan is finalized 
and adopted, Specific Plans for the individual parks and open spaces that will collectively make up the 
San Diego River Park must be approved. Making this vision a reality will also require the acquisition of 
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some land from private owners. A timeline for completion of this project has not been set but community 
support for the San Diego River Park is high.213  

The creation of the San Diego River Park system will greatly improve green access for all San 
Diegans and particularly for those who live along the river corridor. There is a wide range of cultures and 
ethnic and racial groups living in proximity to the San Diego River. With plans calling for a large and 
interconnected park system, there is a tremendous opportunity for an inclusive park that satisfies all the 
needs and desires of its diverse set of users. In order for this to happen, local communities must be 
included in all of the planning activities and the parties responsible for creating the park should 
proactively seek input from local community members.  

The City of Los Angeles published the report Los Angeles River Access and Use: Balancing 
Equitable Actions with Responsible Stewardship (the River Report) in 2009, which could serve as a best 
practice example for the greening of the San Diego River.  As noted in the River Report: 

 
Numerous . . . organizations have stressed the importance of making sure that the River’s 
revitalization addresses environmental justice issues (See, e.g., the City Project’s work at: 
www.cityprojectca.org.). Of key concern in Los Angeles is the growing disparity of access to and 
use of open space resources, including parks, ball fields, and natural areas by those living in low 
income communities of color. Whole generations are growing up in Los Angeles without any 
meaningful relationship to the natural environment. . . . The River offers an opportunity to redress 
environmental justice problems by not only providing numerous new green spaces, but also by 
ensuring free access to them. 
 

The River Report emphasizes the need, for example, for compliance with equal justice laws and 
principles as one of the six major goals for River revitalization; ensuring Environmental Justice along the 
River; Transit to Trails; addressing human health and childhood obesity as part of River revitalization; 
and providing economic justice and local green jobs for all along the River.214 
 Creating the San Diego River Park can represent a landmark river revitalization project that can serve 
as a best practice example for other rivers throughout California and the United States. A project of this 
magnitude requires significant political will and substantial funding. It is therefore critical that 
government and community groups work together to make this dream a reality. It is essential that 
community members and political leaders are aware of the many benefits that the San Diego River Park 
will bring to San Diego and its people. 

7.  Saving California’s Endangered State Parks for All 

State officials have been playing political football with the state park system for years, especially 
during the greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression.  In 2009, for example, the governor and 
the legislature proposed closing up to one out of every three state parks to “save money,” even though 
state parks generate over $4 billion per year. As the New York Times recognized in an Editorial on 
endangered state parks, including California’s, “It is critical to keep the parks open for the health of their 
lands and for the well-being of the citizens who use them — all of us.”215  The National Trust for Historic 
Preservation has listed state parks, including California’s, on the list of the eleven most endangered 
historic places in the United States.216 The Sacramento Bee in an Editorial asks: “Who will step up for 
state parks?”217 The Bee published an investigative article about reduced access, budget cuts, the closure 
of areas within state parks, reduced hours, reduced staffing, reduced services, and $1.3 billion in deferred 
maintenance.218 

Advocates are working to save state parks for all through various means.  For example, Proposition 
21 on the November 2010 ballot would impose an annual $18 per vehicle fee that would be dedicated to 
state parks, generating about $500 million per year forever. It is necessary to ensure that the benefits and 
burdens of state parks are distributed fairly for all through an equity plan if Prop 21 passes, and certainly 
if Prop 21 does not pass. 
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Diverse allies filed an administrative complaint to save California’s endangered state parks for all 
with the United States Department of Interior, Environmental Protection Agency, and Department of 
Justice Civil Rights Division in August 2009.  The complaint asks that the California Department of Parks 
and Recreation adopt an equity plan to distribute the benefits and burdens of state parks fairly for all as a 
condition of receiving federal financial assistance.  The administrative complaint is pending.219 

8.  America’s Great Outdoors 

 President Obama announced the America’s Great Outdoor Initiative as a 21st century strategy for 
conservation and encouraging physical activity.220 The initiative is meant to leverage the support of the 
federal government to help community-driven efforts to reconnect Americans to green space. One of the 
Initiative’s stated goals is to “reconnect Americans, especially children, to America’s … great parks, and 
coasts and beaches by exploring a variety of efforts, including promoting community-based recreation 
and conservation … advancing job and volunteer opportunities related to conservation and outdoor 
recreation; and … educat[ing] and engag[ing] Americans in our history, culture, and natural bounty.”221 In 
announcing the America’s Great Outdoors Initiative, the White House is sending a clear signal that green 
access is critical to the well being of all Americans.  
 The San Diego region has an opportunity to lead by example in regard to accessing America’s great 
outdoors. The region is endowed with a wealth of green space and the people of San Diego appreciate the 
value of green space. The missing element is the opportunity for everyone in San Diego to access the 
region’s green space. The America’s Great Outdoors Initiative provides a potential vehicle for improving 
green access. There are likely to be federal funding opportunities available to local governments and 
nonprofit organizations for projects that improve green access. Individuals and organizations throughout 
the San Diego region should leverage this momentum to fund projects such as the opportunities for 
improving green access discussed above.   

IX. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GREEN SPACE AND EQUAL JUSTICE 

Green spaces, including parks, school fields, rivers, beaches, forests, mountains, and trails, are a 
necessary part of any infrastructure for healthy, livable, and just communities. The following 
recommendations for equitable development would help ensure that everyone, especially children and 
youth of color and others in low income communities, benefits equally from infrastructure investments.   

1. Implement the Opportunities for Improving Green Access presented in this report. Some of these 
projects are currently underway but are either still in the planning phase or are only partially 
completed. Other ideas have not yet been implemented in the San Diego region but offer hope 
that green access can be improved for all. 

2. Prioritize green space projects in communities that are both park poor and income poor. The 
California legislative criteria for investing park funds in park poor and income poor communities 
under Prop 84 and AB31 is a best practice example for prioritizing investments in parks and 
green space. 

3. Prioritize projects that address physical, psychological, and social health needs, including 
childhood obesity and diabetes levels. Applying public health criteria to infrastructure 
investments could improve health and the quality of life in communities.222 Green space in parks 
and schools can provide opportunities for physical activity to reduce obesity, improve 
academics, bring people together and provide positive alternatives to gangs, crime and violence.  

4. Prioritize projects that involve the joint use of parks, schools and pools to make optimal use of 
scarce land, money, and public resources, and expand open space opportunities in densely 
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developed communities. The joint use of parks, schools, and pools and other multi-benefit green 
spaces can clean the air and water, provide flood control, promote climate justice, and convert 
toxic sites and brownfields to green fields.   

5. Fund Conservation Corps and Youth Job Programs.  Conservation Corps and youth job 
programs should be strengthened and expanded to create green jobs and to keep young people in 
school, physically active and healthy, and out of gangs.  Youth programs also lead to permanent 
jobs and careers as stewards of the environment. 

6. Prioritize cultural, historical, and public art projects that celebrate diversity, democracy and 
freedom parks and other public places.  Native American sites and rights must be preserved and 
respected. 

7. Fund Transit to Trails. Transportation funding should support transit to trails as alternatives to 
single occupancy vehicles in order to provide access to parks, mountains, beaches and rivers. 

8. Infrastructure projects should create green collar jobs for local workers, small and 
disadvantaged business enterprises, and youth. 

9. Funding agencies should ensure compliance with civil rights laws guaranteeing equal access to 
public resources including parks and recreation programs.  Compliance with civil rights laws 
should be combined with other laws including environmental and education laws, as discussed 
in the economic stimulus guidelines published by the Office of Management and Budget. 

10.  Projects should implement principles of equitable development: invest in people, invest in 
stronger communities, invest in the open, and invest in justice.223 

X. CONCLUSION 

The San Diego region is as diverse as its people. From its beaches to its canyons to its rugged forests 
and deserts, the San Diego region offers a wealth of green space. In addition to its intrinsic value, green 
space provides many important benefits to the people of San Diego and to the natural environment. 

With 45% of the total land in the county dedicated to parks and recreation, on the surface there seems 
to be enough green space for all San Diego residents. Unfortunately, not all San Diegans have equal 
access to these green spaces.  This Policy Report shows that in the San Diego region, low income 
communities and communities of color suffer first and worst in park access and related human health 
disparities.  

The goal of this Policy Report is to engage, educate and empower stakeholders to achieve equal 
justice, democracy and livability for all by promoting equity in access to green space in the San Diego 
region. The City Project has relied on a five-part strategy to improve green access and equity in 
communities throughout California. First, coalition building brings people together to meet the needs of 
the community as defined by the community. Second, multidisciplinary research and analyses underlies 
work like this report, including GIS mapping, demographic analyses, and historical research. Third, 
strategic media campaigns, including traditional and new social media, help focus public attention.  
Fourth, policy and legal advocacy outside the courts can promote equitable infrastructure results through 
the planning process.  Finally, access to justice through the courts can be a profoundly democratic means 
of ensuring equal access to public resources within a broader campaign if other alternatives fail.  These 
strategies helped produce the results in defining park poor and income poor under Prop 84, AB 31, and 
the applicable guidelines for investing park funds in underserved communities throughout California.  
These strategies helped save the sacred Native American site of Panhe and San Onofre State Beach, and 
stop the toll road that would devastate both.  These strategies resulted in the enforcement of physical 
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education requirements in public schools in Los Angeles. These strategies are likely to be replicable in the 
San Diego region. 

The road must be found from hope to change. Opportunities exist to create new green spaces and 
improve access to existing green spaces within the San Diego region. Several exciting projects are already 
underway, including the rehabilitation of the Otay River Valley and creation of Otay Valley Regional 
Park, the restoration and preservation of Chollas Creek, the transformation of the region’s canyons into an 
interconnected system of usable open space parks, and the revitalization of the San Diego River. 
Community gardens and urban farms are thriving throughout the San Diego region and the success of 
these gardens may well lead to the creation of more community gardens. A Transit to Trails program for 
the San Diego region can provide green access for people who have none. 

The people of San Diego clearly recognize the importance and value of green space. But the presence 
of green space is only part of the equation. It is imperative that all San Diegans are equally able to access 
this green space. Achieving equitable green access throughout the San Diego region is not only possible 
but also necessary for realizing equal justice, democracy, and livability for all. 
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MISSION OF THE CITY PROJECT 
 
The mission of The City Project is to achieve equal justice, democracy, and livability for all. 
 
We influence the investment of public resources to achieve results that are equitable, enhance human 
health and the environment, and promote economic vitality for all. Focusing on parks and recreation, 
schools, health, and transit, we help bring people together to define the kind of community where they 
want to live and raise children. The City Project works with diverse coalitions in strategic campaigns to 
shape public policy and law, and to serve the needs of the community as defined by the community. 
 
The City Project  
1055 Wilshire Boulevard, Suite 1660  
Los Angeles, CA 90017  
Phone (213) 977-1035 Fax (213) 977-5457  
Visit our web site and blog at www.cityprojectca.org Contributions are tax deductible 
 
 
 
 
ABOUT THE SAN DIEGO FOUNDATION 

Founded in 1975, The San Diego Foundation enhances the community by working with individuals, 
businesses and organizations to establish charitable funds.  Grants from these funds support charitable 
groups and programs working to improve the quality of life in San Diego County and beyond. For 
additional information, please visit The San Diego Foundation at www.sdfoundation.org. 
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