
SAN DEIGUTIO RIVER VALLEY CONSERVANCY COMMENTS 

On The Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) 

 For the DRAFT 2008 Master Plan for the DEL MAR FAIRGROUNDS 

February 6, 2010 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

 

Presented here are the comments of the San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy (SDRVC) in 

response to the distribution for comments of the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the 

ñ2008 Del Mar Fairgrounds Master Planò.  

 

Our comments are organized in three sections: 

I. INTRODUCTION ï which summarizes our conclusions (Pages 1 ï 4) 

II.  SDRVC OVERVIEW COMMENTS ï which identify the major concerns we have with 

the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Fairgrounds Master Plan (Pages 5 ï 55) 

III.  SECTION-BY-SECTION ADDITIONAL  COMMENTS ï specifically keyed to the 

DEIR  (Pages 55-61) 

IV.  Appendix ï Alternative Exhibit Hall/Conference Center (Pages 62 ï 73) 

 

The San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy is a 24 year-old, non-profit citizen resource 

conservancy, whose mission is to assist in protecting the natural, recreational, environmental 

educational and culturally historical resources of the San Dieguito River Valley.   The San 

Dieguito River Valley extends from its headwaters on Volcan Mountain, north of Julian, 55 

river-miles to the Ocean.  The Del Mar Fairgrounds is in the watershed and within the planning 

area of the San Dieguito River Park, which has been established to protect the resources along 

the river corridor and provide nature-based recreational opportunities. 

 

Our particular focus in reviewing the DEIR ï and with respect to the comments we are making 

ï concerns the compatibility of the proposed Draft 2008 Master Plan with the San Dieguito 

River Park and the resources the park is designed to protect. 

 

The San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy has a close working relationship with the staff of 

the 22
nd

 DAA.  We have worked productively with the Fairgrounds staff on projects, such as 

the restoration of the area along the north bank of the river.  Our perspective is that an 

upgraded and financially viable Fairgrounds is an important complement to the River Park and 

an element in the broader system intended to protect the largely natural open space corridor 

that extends along the river ï from the Ocean to the riverôs headwaters on Volcan Mountain, 55 

river-miles upstream.   

 

Our conclusion is that the Draft Master Pan is not consistent with the concepts of the River 

Park Concept Plan and the Park Master Plan for the Coastal Area of the San Dieguito River 

Valley Regional Open Space Park that address themselves to the ñfocused planning area for the 

River Parkò, within which the Fairgrounds is located.  Our review concludes that the 

combination of projects proposed in the Draft Fairgrounds Master Plan will significantly ï and 

negatively - affect the resource values of the largely open space corridor, the River Park 

traverses.  Our review of the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the project indicates the 

DEIR is not adequate in the following respects:  
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 Does not adequately describe the ñmaster planò project and its component elements 

 Fails to identify ï and evaluate ï significant impacts to the environment, 

particularly with respect to: wetlands; biological resources along the river channel; 

the full extent of traffic impacts on the community, including growing public use of 

the River Park and that the proposed plan constitutes an unidentified, unanalyzed, 

and unmitigated fundamental change of character of the Fairgrounds, which 

negatively affects the River Park and is not consistent with the California Coastal 

Act 

 Does mot provide adequate mitigation for the impacts that can reasonably be 

expected from the potential projects, and 

 Does not evaluate feasible alternatives that can meet the purpose and goals of the 

Fairground and avoid significant environmental impacts with respect to the River 

Park and the open space and natural values of the river corridor 

 

Our basic conclusions regarding the deficiencies of the DEIR, outlined in Section II ï SDRVC 

OVEVIEW COMMENTS are:  

 

A. The Draft 2008 Fairgrounds Master Plan was not developed with ongoing community 

involvement and does not represent ña consensusò, as represented 

 

B. The Project Description is deficient in very basic respects ï and is misrepresented as being 

sufficiently detailed to serve as a ñProject EIRò for near-term projects 

  

C. The areas of ñcontroversyò are not clearly ï or adequately ï presented 

 

D. The ñalternativesò that are presented are inadequate to the circumstances and the 

opportunities 

 

E. The analysis uses an insufficient measure of impacts ï arguing the only traffic impacts 

associated with the new projects proposed in the draft ñmaster planò are associated with the 

off-season events.  The traffic analysis needs to evaluate the impacts of Fairgrounds 

activities in all its ñseasonsò, including during the Fair and Races.  This is a ñ15-year 

Master Planò ï the impacts of the entire Fairgrounds operation should be evaluated 

 

F. The level of development and intensification has not been described and the impacts, which 

will be significant, have not been analyzed 

 

G. The proposed Master Plan/projects will change the basic character of the Fairgrounds, 

particularly the concentration of buildings and activities along the southern border along 

the river, from itôs present ñlargely open space character, with agricultural-style buildings, 

plus the iconic Del Mar Racetrack Grandstandò to an ñurban-type development dominated 

by a Convention Center-type/Hotel facilityò that is not consistent with the River Park.  The 

proposed change has been misrepresented as simply ñmore of the sameò ï the evidence 

suggests the proposal is for a basic change of character for the Fairgrounds and river 

corridor. 
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H. The proposed increase in intensity and change of character is inconsistent with the River 

Park, and the biological and recreational resources of the river corridor, and with the 

Coastal Act 

 

I. The DEIR should more clearly acknowledge there will be impacts to wetlands and lay out 

an alternative that minimizes wetland impacts, and identifies wetlands mitigations. 

 

J. The DEIR does not adequately address the impacts of the proposed project on the 

biological resources along the river 

 

Our comments attempt to offer constructive criticisms, technical suggestions, and realistic 

alternatives.  With specific donations from our members, we have commissioned a professional 

design firm to outline one possible, no-hotel alternative for public reaction and consideration 

by 22
nd

 DAA Board.   

 

The comments include a no-hotel alternative SDRVC commissioned the planning and 

landscape architectural firm, KTU+A to develop. KTU+A was assisted by building designer 

Ian Epley, who contributed his skills and experience in designing exhibit-space buildings to the 

project.  KTU+A has a long history of working on projects associated with the River Park and 

provided a large portion of the work it has performed on a pro-bono basis.  The ñalternativeò 

included in our comments focuses on the portion of the master plan that relates to the upgrade 

of exhibit facilities and the issue of whether or not to include a large hotel in proximity to the 

river.  The DEIR establishes the ñfeasibility of a ñno-hotelò option by including an 

inadequately described ñno-hotel alternativeò.  The alternative outlined here is NOT the 

ñConservancyôs alternativeò.  We havenôt ourselves evaluated it in any detail, nor has the 

community ï or the Fairgrounds.  But, the alternative does respond to some of the major 

impact concerns expressed in these comments, such as the lack of a naturally functioning 

buffer between intensive Fairgrounds activities and the river corridor ï and deserves further 

analysis. 

 

The alternative Exhibit/Conference Center that is sketched out: 

 

 Consolidates exhibit space in a single continuous-open-floor area providing the same 

net exhibit space as laid out in the master plan option 

 Includes a more functional ñconference centerò that can share-space with the exhibit 

area and meet national conference center standards 

 Is set back more than 100-feet from the riverôs edge with the first 100-feet from the 

river in natural cover with the trail and active exhibit hall and conference center 

activities set outside this ñnatural bufferò 

 The exhibit hall/conference center alternative open both to the central promenade of the 

Fairgrounds and to the amenities the river frontage provides; active exhibit and 

conference uses ï outside the natural buffer ï are planned along the river and with 

elevated views 

 The alternative retains the agricultural character of the Fairgrounds exhibit space and 

zone 

 The building mass of the alternative (200,000 square feet of continuous exhibit space 

will be a ñlarge buildingò under any circumstance) is moderated by its predominately 

sloped roof and varied roof profiles that give the appearance of a series of  buildings 



Page 4 ï SDRVC Comments on DRAFT Del Mar Fairgrounds 2008 Master Plan DEIR 

 The design provides opportunities for elevated views of the river, coastal bluffs and 

potentially the ocean horizon and opportunities for mixed indoor and outdoor exhibit 

and conference experiences 

 The alternative design provides an increase in net below-structure parking available ï 

with parking under the conference center available for large-event parking, unlike hotel 

parking under a hotel, needed during fair and race events 

 The design is substantially ñgreenerò than the proposed box ï with extensive solar 

panels, the opportunity for natural ventilation and lighting, and a clear-story design 

providing an energy efficient solar chimney affect and north facing overhead natural 

illumination 

 

While we feel the proposed ñmaster planò is out-of-step in several critical respects with the 

communities it adjoins and those it serves, it is our opinion there is a zone of alternatives that 

can productively be explored and that an open dialogue can lead to an improved plan, 

supportable by a significant cross-section of the community. 

 

Our comments are intended to convey: 

 The nature and level of our concerns - particularly as it relates to the River Park, 

Lagoon Restoration Project, and to our mission to assist in protecting the open and 

natural character of the San Dieguito river corridor; 

 Our resolve ï to work for an improved outcome; and 

 Our shared commitment - to a viable Fairgrounds operation and our willingness to 

contributed to a refined master plan formulation 

 

In our discussion we have used some of the following conventions: 

 The Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Draft Del Mar Fairgrounds Master Plan 

is referred to as ñDEIRò 

 The Draft Del Mar Fairgrounds Master Plan is referred to also as ñmaster planò 

 The 22
nd

 District Agricultural Association is referred to as, ñ22
nd

 DAAò 

 The San Dieguito River Valley Conservancy is referred to as, ñSDRVCò or ñthe 

Conservancyò 

 The Del Mar Fairgrounds are sometimes referred to simply as ñthe Fairò 

 The San Dieguito River Park is referred to as, ñthe River Parkò or ñparkò 

 The San Dieguito River is referred to, as well, as ñthe Riverò or simply ñriverò 
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II.  SDVC OVERVIEW COMMENTS 

 

Our comments are not directed primarily to the technicalities of the CEQA process - but in the 

spirit of the California Environmental Quality Act, are addressed to the decision makers, the 

22
nd

 DAA Board (and other organizations which have authority with respect to the proposed 

actions) to assist them to carefully consider impacts and options that can reconcile inherently 

competing interests.  The comments are intended to be shared with the broader public, who we 

are hopeful will have the chance for meaningful involvement in decisions, as this process of 

developing an updated Master Plan for the Del Mar Fair continues. 

 

Major elements of the project are not acceptable to broad segments of the community and have 

not been adequately analyzed.  From our perspective, several of the major elements of the 

proposed master plan are not compatible with ï and are inconsistent with - the plans for the 

San Dieguito River Park, which is being rapidly implemented in the area of the Fairgrounds 

and with respect to the adjoining Lagoon Restoration Project, nearing construction-stage 

completion.  However, we are hopeful key interests in the community ï and the broader public 

ï will be provided additional opportunities to work with the 22
nd

 DAA, through the areas of 

controversy, toward development of a plan which will jointly meet: 1) the 22
nd

 DAAôs 

objectives for financially viable, high quality fair, racing and other programs; 2) the 

surrounding communitiesô needs for relief from the impacts of existing Fair operations and 

protection from new or more aggravated impacts; and 3) our particular focus, as a resource 

conservancy, that the Del Mar Fair and the San Dieguito River Park complement each other. 

   

A. Contrary to representations, the process for developing the Draft 2008 Master Plan 

did not consistently involve the communities of interest and public. 

 

 A process for community involvement in updating the 1985 Master Plan for the Del Mar 

Fair, involving an advisory group, started in 1999 and ended in August, 2001.  The Draft 

2008 Master Plan, released in October, 2009, differs in major respects from the document 

released after the advisory committee process phase was ended.  There is no way to 

determine what was added in the years of largely internal work which has produced the 

proposed Draft 2008 Master Plan addressed in the DEIR.  One thing can be safely said: the 

document does NOT reflect a ñconsensus planò, as has been represented.  The Draft 2008 

Master Plan - presented as the ñprojectò in the DEIR and released in October, 2009 - was 

developed in private,ñ over about a 7-year period, by the 22
nd

 DAA staff and Board, 

working with a consultant ï in the absence of meaningful, ongoing community 

involvement.  No drafts of the Draft 2008 Master Plan were released prior to the initiation 

of the EIR process.  The Draft Master Plan was reported on in general terms at the Notice 

of Preparation meeting but was released only after the release of the DEIR, reportedly 

based on the request of the City of Del Mar. 

 

1. The Draft 2008 Master Plan differs materially from the Draft 2000 Master Plan 

distributed in December 2001 at the termination of the advisory committee 

process for community involvement. 

 

 While the Draft 2000 Master Plan, released in December, 2001, was by no means a 

ñconsensusò plan, it reflected major elements of community input, such as the idea of a 
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naturally vegetated ñsetbackò (a buffer) along the river on the southern boundary of the 

property. 

  

 Reference is made in the DEIR that the Draft 2008 Master Plan is an ñoutgrowthò of 

the Draft 2000 Master Plan.  However, the Draft 2008 Master Plan is substantially 

different from the December, 2001 ñDraft 2000 Master Planò which was released at the 

end of the advisory process.  For example, it does not include ï and directly violates ï 

the concept of the natural buffer along the river.  Also, the new plan calls for a hotel 

using conference space in the Exhibit Hall in contrast to the earlier proposal concluding 

that a hotel was not necessary to support expanded conference and exhibit activities.  

The relationship of the 2008 Draft to the earlier document ï and the studies which went 

into the earlier documentôs development ï is unclear. Based on discussions we have 

had with community members and our examination, there is nothing on the record 

suggesting there was any significant dialogue with the community prior to the release 

of the Draft 2008 Master Plan concerning the changes to the Draft 2000 Plan.  

 

 The ñrecommended alternativeò (to use the common terminology of DEIRs) from the 

Draft 2000 Master Plan is not even included in the DEIR as a reference alternative.  Its 

public release as the Draft 2000 Master Plan certainly suggests it as a ñreasonable 

alternativeò. 

 

 The public involvement process the Fair established contributed in some ï but an 

impossible to detail - way to the development of the Draft 2000 Master Plan.  However, 

the Draft 2008 Master Plan differs significantly from the earlier ñplanò and was 

developed without formal mechanisms for community involvement or for the 

opportunity for the review of draft materials. 

 

2. The representation during the DEIR process that the Draft Master Plan has been 

built on ñpublic involvementò and is a ñconsensus planò is not accurate. 

 

It is widely accepted ongoing community involvement in the update of a ñmaster planò-

type project ï is appropriate and desirable.  The standard for such public involvement 

was set by the 22
nd

 DAA itself, and the claims which have been made to this effect do 

not hold up on the record. 

 

At the April, 2008 Notice of Preparation scoping meeting, the Draft 2008 Master Plan 

was outlined in very sketchy terms; the draft master plan was not distributed.  The 

spokesperson for the 22
nd

 DAA, in introducing the Notice of Preparation scoping 

meeting for the DEIR, stated:   

 

If you remember, when we first started , our idea and the intent was to do sort of a 

backwards master plan; backwards in the sense of whatôs traditionally done in the 

State of California, especially by a public entity.  What the other fairgrounds have 

done and other public entities like Sea World and the airport and so on, when they 

do their master plan, itôs done in private, itôs done with very highly paid, well-

qualified consultants that meet with staff and meet with the boards, and then take 

the finished product to the public and say, here it is what do you think about ité We 

spent literally hundreds and hundreds of hours deciphering what was the best 
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consensus plan to put together.  And thatôs what our master plan is thatôs now 

evolved that is before you that weôve been working together on with you, the public, 

over these past nine years.  (From NOP Meeting transcript; emphasis added) 

 

 Maybe it isnôt fair to treat the usual presentation hyperbole seriously.  The issue of 

ñcommunity involvementò IS serious business.  The public should be clearly informed 

of what type of public involvement went into the development of the ñprojectò, which 

in this case is the Draft 2008 Master Plan.  The DEIR does not present adequate or 

accurate information on this important point. 

 

 One element of the presentation is especially misleading in terms of the publicôs 

understanding of what the ñprojectò is and what the public is being asked to review.  

Titling the project document, ñ2008 MASTER PLAN ï DEL MAR FAIRGROUNDS 

AND HORSEPARKò conveys the confusing ï and incorrect - impression that the 

project, which is the ñmaster planò, has already been adopted by the 22
nd

 DAA Board.  

The additional title page, small-print information regarding the submittal to the Board 

and preparation by the consultant does not clarify the situation or compensate for this 

misrepresentation.  The project is the ñDRAFT 2008 Master Planò.  It should be clear 

the purpose of the DEIR process is to prepare analysis and to gather comments from the 

public to assist the Fair Board in making a decision as to the adoption of an upgraded 

master plan. 

 

 The confusion is increased where the DRAFT 2008 Master Plan is identified as relating 

to the Del Mar Fairgrounds and Horse Park ï and then the DEIR neglects any basic 

discussion of the Horse Park element of the Fairgrounds. 

 

 Also misleading is labeling the Draft Plan as, ñ2008 Master Planò.   The draft ñmaster 

planñ, ñis intended to help guide development of the 22nd DAA for a period of 15 

years.ò (Draft ñ2008 Master Plan; Page 1).  The failure to identify that this is the 

ñmaster planò ñfor 2023ò (or 2025 if the 15-year time period is reset from 2010) 

distracts the reader from the fact the analysis should address all the potential impacts of 

Fairgrounds operations projected over the next, approximately 15 years.  (It is 2010, 

when the master plan is being considered; this makes the ñ2008 Master Planò label 

even more confusing.) 

 

 The release of the 25-page, Draft 2008 Master Plan by the 22
nd

 DAA AFTER the 

release of the DEIR - reportedly only after, and in response to, the request of the City of 

De Mar - raises additional questions about the adequacy of the public review and 

involvement process.  This is especially the case in light of the general deficiencies as a 

ñmaster planò decision making tool of the Draft ñ2008 Master Planò document.  

Basically, itôs a list of projects with limited analysis.  

 

 The ñDraft 2008 Master Planò itself acknowledges the ñprojectò being presented in not 

a ñmaster planò; itôs really a ñfacilities planò.  Page 10 of the Draft 2008 Master Plan, 

under ñProject Historyò states, ñConcepts identified in the Draft 2000 Master plan that 

represent future coordination and communication activities  (but not commitments to 

physical improvements) are likewise not included since they do not represent specific 
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improvement projects which would need to be implemented as part of a Facilities 

Master Planò (emphasis added). 

 

 Many members of the public know what a ñmaster planò consists of and are confused 

by whatôs in this presentation and analysis ï and whatôs not there.  And, this confusion 

is compounded where some of the ñfacilitiesò of the Del Mar Fair are not included in 

the ñplanò, such as in the case of Horse Park. 

 

3. The DEIR presentation is poorly organized and deficient, especially in terms of the 

key ñsummary informationò, which is critically  important for the general public 

 

 For example, in the Executive Summary, there is no real ñproject descriptionò.  The 

very large proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex is represented only by a ñbubbleò 

showing the general location of the proposed replacement exhibition facility and new 

hotel facilities. 

 

 A special deficiency is the failure to provide understandable and meaningful 

comparisons of the proposed project with the existing conditions.  Except buried in an 

appendix-to-an-appendix (relating to hydrology, where the comparison is needed for 

technical calculations), the DEIR does not even provide footprint comparisons of the 

existing and proposed conditions ï let alone provide a sense of the change in massing (a 

topic which is addressed in detail in the Intensity and Change of Character sections of 

these comments). 

 

 For the reader, the DEIR is like a puzzle: to understand what is going on (that is, to 

create a ñproject descriptionò, the reader needs to piece together basic information from 

various elements of this more that 4,000 page document.  To repeat the example, itôs 

not realistic to expect someone who wants to understand the simple footprint 

comparison of what is proposed vs. whatôs there now to go to the appendix-to-an-

appendix-to the Hydrology Section to find the answer.  

 

4. Receipt of the comments on the DEIR provide an opportunity for the 22
nd

 DAA to 

engage with the community in an honest and open dialogue to improve the 

proposed Master Plan 

 

 Our comments on the ñprocessò used to develop the Draft 2008 Master Plan are 

intended to highlight lost opportunities for meaningful community dialogue and to 

suggest the 22
nd

 DAA return to interacting with the community in completing the 

update of the Master Plan.  Unfortunately, the substance of the DEIR continues the 

ñclosedò nature of the process, since 2001.  Neither the Draft Master Plan nor the DEIR 

for the plan include an adequate description of the ñprojectò or set of reasonable 

alternatives which could form the basis for dialogue and the potential development of a 

broader consensus ï or, at the least, the narrowing of differences and the clarification of 

issues.  Hopefully, the 22
nd

 DAA staff will add additional alternatives for the Board to 

consider and for discussion with the community.  One of the things we attempt in our 

comments is to outline elements of such ñadditional alternativesò deserving 

consideration and discussion. 
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 From the Conservancyôs perspective, productive dialogue is possible ï and necessary ï 

to produce an updated Master Plan for the Del Mar Fairgrounds and Horse Park which 

will work for the 22dn DAA and for the neighboring communities, including for the 

San Dieguito River Park, which our mission is directed to further and protect.  The 

hope, some may see as naïve, is the process of receiving and evaluating the draft 

comments made on the DEIR and the Draft 2008 Master Plan will positively promote 

such a dialogue.  The ñbackwardò approach to receiving the comments would be to 

ñseriously discussò them with the community ï not apply the traditional process of 

shipping them to the consultant, who prepared the DEIR, to write a set of perfunctory, 

dismissive comments ï and  release them for another round of negative public reaction 

- thus inviting legal action. 

 

B. The Project Description is deficient even at the Program level and is especially 

inadequate with respect to the claim it is a Project-level EIR for all the near-term 

projects 

 

 The representation the Draft EIR is a ñCEQA project level environmental analysisò for the 

ñnear-term projectsò is not supportable.  Insufficient detail is provided about major ñNear-

Term Projectsò, such as with respect to the proposed Exhibit Hall and 330-room 

condominium/conference hotel ï both in terms of the ñproject descriptionò and the impact 

analyses - to justify compliance with CEQA at the project level.  Clear dimensions for the 

proposed facilities are not provided and necessary detail regarding grades, grade 

modifications and other engineering consideration are not provided.  In addition, the 

deficiencies in the program-level analysis, such as with respect to the failure to identify the 

significant impacts of the cumulative intensification of uses and buildings and the change 

of ñcharacterò of the area along the river corridor, undermine this contention about project-

level environmental analysis sufficiency. 

 

1. The Project Description is not adequate with respect either to the Program EIR 

for the overall Master Plan - or for the near-term projects where the claim is made 

the DEIR is a ñProject EIRò 

 

 The clear centerpiece of the Draft 2008 Master Plan is the proposal for the construction 

of a large building complex consolidating three existing exhibit halls and including a 

completely new to the site - and to Fair operations - 330-room hotel.  Even if the reader 

works through all the sections of the report and extracts the bitôs and pieces relating to 

the technical characteristics of this proposed building complex, it isnôt possible to 

understand the project.  Particularly lacking are the actual dimensions of the proposed 

Exhibit/Hotel Complex.  Readers are left to attempt to use the scales provided in 

illustrations (which is especially difficult using the internet, which is the primary means 

for distribution of the document) - or statistics on building dimensions are provided in 

various sections. In the Aesthetics section, for example, the building dimensions are 

unclear or incomplete, such as the use of a single height elevation to describe the 

proposed building (or major building element), when illustrations clearly indicate that 

height elevations on the building ï or portion of the building being referred to - vary. 

 

 The clearest illustration of the shortfall in describing the project is the characterization 

of Figure 3.4a in the Project Description section as a ñsite planò.  The section says, 
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ñFigure 3.4a Near-Term Projects, shows the proposed project site plan for the project-

level, near-term projects . . .ò.  The figure is NOT a ñsite planò for the near-term 

projects, particularly not at the ñproject EIRò level.  Itôs an aerial of the existing 

Fairgrounds, which has been superimposed with a series of ñcolored bubblesò that 

illustrate the general areas in which proposed projects will occur; this is NOT a ñsite 

planò. Figure 3.4a shows the southern portion of the Fairgrounds property east of 

Jimmy Durante Drive between the concourse area and the river in orange, with the 

designations, ñNew Exhibit Buildingsò and ñHotel Exhibit Hall Complex 4, 5 & 6ò 

printed over the bubble but in no particular locations (with the numbers intending to 

refer to Table 3.A: Summary of Near-term and Long-Term Projects).  No building 

footprints are shown.   

 

 Reference is also made in the Project Description section to Figure 3.5, Proposed Aerial 

View of Master Plan Near-Term Projects.  This oblique, aerial view simulation is not a 

ñsite planò.  Oblique aerial views are, by their nature, difficult to accurately scale 

because they involve an inherent warping of actual surface distances and linear heights.  

And, the illustration does not provide anything but the grandstand, the river and the 

roadways as a point of comparison to what presently exists, which is a readerôs basic 

reference point. 

 

 The Project Description section makes reference to Appendix M and includes some 

figures from the appendix, including Figure 3.9 Hotel Complex ï Ground Level Plans.  

Again the location of the proposed facility is shown only with reference to the river, 

Jimmy Durante Drive and to the labeled, ñExiting Buildingsò north of the project 

(which one can surmise is a portion of the grandstand).  But how the proposed structure 

relates to the existing Avenida de las Palmas isnôt clear without the reader translating 

between illustrations, applying different scales, and making conversions. 

 

 In addition, Figure 3.9 Hotel Complex (from Appendix M) does not include a 

consistent set of dimensions.   The sizes for the three exhibition halls are clearly 

identified but there are no dimensions ï either on the illustration or in the text ï to 

describe how long and wide the ñcomplexò is that, in addition to the hotel attached to 

the east of the exhibit hall portion of the building, includes, service corridors, a kitchen, 

pre-function areas, and other ancillary spaces.  A scale is provided.  But it isnôt 

appropriate ï or adequate ï to expect the reader to scale his/her own dimensions ï 

especially on a computer screen, which is the primary means by which the DEIR is 

being distributed.   

 

 There is a only a single place in the DEIR that we have located ï an appendix to the 

Hydrological Appendix - where the reader is able to relate the footprint of the proposed 

Exhibit Hall Complex relative to the overall Fairgrounds layout.   

 

 As the following comments highlight, no set of height measurements are provided 

which describe ï in any level of detail - the mass of the proposed building.  And 

nowhere is a means provided ï either in a textual way or by means of an illustration ï 

to compare the proposed massing to existing buildings.  Our illustration under Section 

F, regarding ñintensificationò, is the only such comparison we are aware of. 
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 There is no consolidated technical description of the proposed Exhibit/Hall Complex.  

The Hydrology section indicates the building will need to be elevated above the present 

contour in order to meet FEMA requirements, but there are no technical drawings to 

illustrate this potentially impactful fill scheme.   

 

 Another example of incomplete and unclear information is the treatment of ñparkingò 

and ñparking accessò in the document.  Where parking ramps are located for a building 

approximately 100 feet from the river channel can have significant environmental 

significance ï especially related to the potential impact of car lights and noise on birds 

and experience of trail users along the river.  The drawings that are presented are 

entirely unclear with respect to parking access.  The Ground Floor Plan (Figure M-3) 

shows a ñRamp Downò on the east end of the hotel and a series of ramp ups and downs 

along the north and south runs of the Exhibit Hall element.    The Basement Floor Plan 

might help some because it seems to show the east-end ramps are both up and down ï 

but the ramp descriptions for the ground floor and basement floor plans donôt seem to 

match.  There is no description of the parking access and egress plan for this massive 

complex.  There should be a description and clearer drawings ï particularly at the 

Project EIR level that is claimed. 

 

 There are other examples. The DEIR acknowledges the need to elevate the ñhabitableò 

portion of the Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex above the 100-year flood level ï and the 

potential this provides for constructing partially underground parking.   The Draft 2000 

Master Plan, in discussing the technical aspects of subsurface parking concluded, ñThe 

construction of subterranean parking levels over 2 to 3 feet deep is likely to be cost 

prohibitive as a result of required de-watering during excavation, permanent 

waterproofing, and the need to construct the structure to resist uplift pressures from the 

static ground water table.ò (Page 10-38).  Given elements of subterranean parking are 

proposed (with respect to the Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex and the East Overflow 

Parking Lot), not just the economic but also the potential environmental impacts of 

such parking should be discussed at a detailed engineering level in the case of a Project-

EIR consideration (meaning for near-term projects, such as the Exhibit Hall/.Hotel 

Complex). 

 

 The project proposes lighted soccer fields on top off the redeveloped exhibit halls.  

There is the briefest of descriptions of this ñlightingò but there is nothing to illustrate 

the effects of this feature. At night a 70-foot prism of light above the exhibit halls could 

have a significant affect on neighboring residential communities and wildlife.  Also, itôs 

difficult to understand how an elevated soccer field can function safely ï or practically 

- unless the facades are taller than the elevations presented.  The reasonable assumption 

is the soccer area will require some type of screening, which is not identified, evaluated 

or illustrated.  The basic point: there is not an adequate ñproject descriptionò. 

 

 Also, in this partial listing of instances where the description of the master plan 

ñprojectò is not adequate is the proposed paving of the East Overflow Parking Lot.  The 

ñproject descriptionò in the DEIR is limited to a discussion of the use of this 23 acre 

area for parking.  However, this area is already used for certain types of events.  Given 

the clear objective of the 22
nd

 DAA to increase ñinterim sessionò events and associated 

revenues, it is reasonable to anticipate that there may be increased use of this area as an 
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events venue.  The DEIR should discuss the uses planned for this area in addition to 

parking.  If the ñplanò is to limit the level of event activity in this area to the present 

conditions, this should be stated.  If there are plans to expand this type of use, it should 

be part of the project description and the potential impacts should be evaluated.  (Note: 

there has been controversy regarding whether the existing level of event activity east of 

Jimmy Durante drive has been properly permitted.  This controversy should be 

disclosed and discussed.) 

 

 Finally, there is storage.  This is a critical issue because of the concerns raised by 

community residents and addressed by the Coastal Commission regarding the use of 

trailers for storage along I-5 and in close proximity to the river channel.  The 

Fairgrounds have responded they are short on storage space and need to use these 

ñtemporary trailersò (which have also been used to advertise events at the Fairgrounds).  

The Draft Master Plan proposed to ñRelocate the existing Fairgrounds maintenance 

building/yard to provide storage and workshop areas closer to the areas of the 

Fairgrounds that they are serving.  In the Project Description section there is a fairly 

detailed presentation of the size of these maintenance buildings and building elevations.  

The problem is that the presentation does not provide any basis for determining the 

adequacy of the storage space that is proposed relative to the ñproblemò the 

Fairgrounds have tried to solve by using the ñtemporary trailersò for storage. 

  

 The requirements in the CEQA Guidelines (15124) that, (a) The precise location and 

boundaries of the proposed project shall be shown on a detailed map, preferably 

topographicéò; and (c) A general description of the projectôs technical, economic, and 

environmental characteristics, considering the principal engineering proposal éò have 

not been met.  The Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex is a ñprojectò, with the DEIR claiming 

to address it at the ñProject EIRò level.  The treatment in the DEIR does not meet the 

tests required in the CEQA guidelines. 

 

2) The DEIR provides no clear comparison of the existing conditions to the proposed, 

especially for the massive ñcomplexò proposed to replace exhibit buildings on the 

south portion of the Fairgrounds along the river that includes a totally new use, a 

330-room condo hotel.  The representations of massing of the proposed buildings 

along the river are inadequate. 

 

 As discussed regarding the inadequacies of the Project Description, no clear dimensions 

are provided for proposed replacement exhibit hall/hotel complex.  The footprint of the 

building is not specified, except by the reader applying a scaling, which is not really 

practical on-screen.  And the height presentations are confusing at best. 

 

 But of greatest concern is the absence of useable comparisons between the proposed 

buildings and the existing exhibit halls.  Nowhere does the text provide quantitative ï 

or anything but the most general ï qualitative comparisons; the Aesthetics sectionôs 

photo simulations show existing conditions but not side-by-side the proposed and not 

from critical viewpoints, such as along the river near the proposed ñcomplexò (except 

where screened by the proposed Fire Station relocation); and the Hotel Plans Appendix 

M provides no direct basis for comparison. 
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 The only case, we are aware of, where some type of a comparison is available in the 

DEIR is in the Hydrology Appendix where the proposed building footprint is 

juxtaposition on the existing building footprints because of the technical need to 

calculate the projected rise in flood level with the project.  Itôs clear from the 

illustration, that the increase in footprint is quite substantial ï but how substantial is not 

discussed or evaluated ï or laid out in the basic ñproject descriptionò. 

 

 The change in style - from the existing segmented, sloped-roof exhibit buildings to the 

box-like replacement building with the large hotel add-on extending for a third of a 

mile along, and close to, the river - is not described, illustrated or evaluated.   And there 

is a general increase in height, as well as in the horizontal extent of the proposed 

ñcomplexò. 

 

 We have tried to develop our own calculation of the increase in mass that is proposed 

with the replacement of the exhibit halls and addition of the hotel.  Our simple 

guesstimate is that the proposed exhibit hall replacement plus hotel addition is 

somewhere in the range of two to three times the mass of the buildings that would be 

replaced. 

 

 Also, the level of increased activity ï events, participants, days of operation, proportion 

of capacity utilized ï the new projects are planned/projected to promote and 

accommodate is not clearly presented, except as part of the technical traffic analysis.  

And, the numbers for this increased level of activity presented in the traffic analysis 

donôt seem to match with another projection based on information provided by the Fair 

staff.  In the 2008 report, ñEconomic impact of  proposed Del Mar Fairgrounds 

facilities on Del Mar Village, prepared by The Community Land Use and Economics 

Group, LLC for the Del Mar Village Association,  the estimate ï based on information 

provided by the Fair is that there will be a ñnew visitorò increase with the project of 

between 228,000 and 438,000.   In our effort to understand the DEIR traffic analysis, 

we derived that the estimated visitor increase was in the range of 250,000 additional 

visitors per year (based on the questionable assumption that the only increases in 

Fairgrounds attendance associated with the project would be in the non-racing, non-fair 

season).   Why this apparent discrepancy in the level of ñnew activityò?  The DEIR 

should be clear on what level of increased program activity is projected with the 

planned project.  

 

C. There is no clear presentation of ñcontroversiesò, which is a key point of reference for 

CEQA evaluation. 

 

 The CEQA-required discussion of ñcontroversyò and ñissuesò in the DEIR is technically 

inadequate, serves to limit  dialogue, and misses the opportunity to explore potential, mutual 

interest serving alternatives.  The presentation is mostly vague abstractions, like 

ñaestheticsò, ñnoiseò and ñimpacts to the San Dieguito Lagoonò.  This stands in stark 

contrast to the realities of day-to-day, community-Fairground interaction and with the 

record.  For example, the Draft 2000 Master Plan discussed ñareas of controversyò in 

refreshingly clear and frank terms, which is not the case in the DEIR. See Page 6-67 of the 

Draft 2000 Del Mar Fair Master Plan, which states, ñémany view the paving of the East 

Dirt lot, even with a sophisticated state of the art paving system, as controversial.ò 
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Areas of controversy have been clearly identified and persistent.  Some include: 

 Major disruptions to traffic in Solana Beach and Del Mar (described as ñtraffic 

impactsò) 

 Use of trailers, parked for storage and advertising at various places in proximity to the 

open river corridor ï and visible to the public - east of Jimmy Durante Drive  

 Ongoing surface maintenance activities (for parking) in the area east of Jimmy Durante 

Drive that might not be permitted under Coastal Commission jurisdiction 

 The issue of whether the events that have been conducted on property east of Jimmy 

Durante Drive are permitted and whether current permits allow for what seem to have 

been a progressive expansion of these activities 

 What constitute wetlands, including how much and how soon the South Overflow Lot 

should be restored as wetlands 

 The potential for negative affects on the $86-million, ratepayer-financed Lagoon 

Restoration Project 

 What constitutes ñprotection of the river corridorò ï a naturally functioning buffer or a 

narrow strip of trail and landscaping 

 The potential for negative affects on the likely routes for the Coast-to-Crest Trail 

 Whether the Fairgrounds has been paying its ñfair shareò of the public services 

provided to the site 

 The underlying issue of the extent to which the nature ï and level - of event activity at 

the Fairgrounds should be increased ï and re-mixed from an emphasis on seasonal, 

special events (racing and agricultural-legacy ñcounty fairò) to year-round activities, 

such as trade shows, conferences, social events and commercial activities, such as a 

hotel and ñhealth/sports facilityò; and 

 Whether the present character of the area is ñdeveloped in an urban senseò or ñpart of 

an area generally open space in character with rural-type structuresò ï and what the 

future character of the area should be 

 

D. The alternatives that are presented do not reflect a ñreasonable rangeò, given the 

scope and complexity of this project and the clear availability of reasonable 

alternatives. 

 

 In the years of analysis and discussion concerning the update to the Fairgrounds Master 

Plan, many ideas have been laid out.  The range of these ideas is not represented and there 

is nothing on the record to demonstrate their unreasonableness or infeasibility.  The failure 

to provide robust alternatives is a lost opportunity for public discussion and deliberative 

22
nd

 DAA Board deliberation and a significant inadequacy of the DEIR. 

 

1. The ñpreferred alternativeò from the Draft 2000 Master Plan for the Fairgrounds 
should be included in the EIR. 

  

 The ñrecommended alternativeò from the earlier ñDraft 2000 Master Planò is nowhere 

identified, presented or analyzed. No representation is made and there is no record 

establishing this alternative is either ñnot feasibleò or ñnot reasonable.  A central design 

principle for the Draft 2000 Del Mar Fair Master Plan was the concept of a naturally 

vegetated ñsetbackò from the river.  While this alternative never received a formal 

ñenvironmental analysisò, the concept of a ñgreenwayò buffer from the river deserves to 
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be presented.  The inclusion of this approach in the Draft 2000 Master Plan clearly 

establishes its feasibility and its reasonableness.  It should be included in the 

alternatives analyzed in the DEIR.  The only basis for excluding it would be a decision 

by the staff and/or 22
nd

 DAA board that they now prefer something different.  But, this 

buffer area alternative was included as part of the master planning process.  Unless it is 

discussed and dismissed as an ñalternative considered but not retainedò, the alternative 

should be included in the EIR.  The alternative was formally introduced into the master 

planning process.  The Draft 2000 Del Mar Fair Master Plan alternative has a number 

of dimensions of concern to community interests, but it deserves to be ï and should be 

ï presented and analyzed. 

 

2. Traffic and parking are central to the Fairgrounds and the community and should 

be included in an alternatives analysis ï not dismissed as ñoperationalò 

 

 California courts have set a low bar in terms of what ñreasonable rangeò of alternatives 

consist of.  In general, they have settled for the presentation of a very restricted range o 

alternatives.  Nevertheless, the public and the decision makers benefit by the inclusion 

of a range of practical alternatives ï and are disadvantaged when they are not presented. 

 

 Two paired, critical element of the Draft Master Plan ï parking and traffic ï are 

completely ignored and neglected in the alternatives.  For the Fairgrounds, parking 

during the fair and race seasons are a major ï maybe THE major problem.  For the 

communities of Solana Beach and Del Mar, traffic during these large-event periods has 

the largest negative impacts.   

 

 There are alternatives that would address both traffic and parking simultaneously. but 

the options available are not addressed.  As pointed out in the later discussion regarding 

the traffic analysis in the DEIR, there is no identification of ï and no analysis of - the 

potential expanded traffic demand measures could have in reducing both traffic 

congestion impacts on the community and parking problems for the Fairgrounds.  The 

exception to this is the seasonal trail platform and it is treated dismissively as if its 

impacts on traffic and parking needs are de minimus.  

 

 The Fairgrounds operates a successful park-and-shuttle program to the Fairgrounds.  As 

is pointed out in our comment on the traffic analysis, this program could be 

substantially expanded.  Other options, such as special trains and rapid bus connections 

have not been raised or explored.  Unfortunately, the draft ñmaster planò treats these as 

ñoperational considerationsò not to be addressed in a ñfaculties planò.   These types of 

operational programs are alternatives to capital projects deserving to be evaluated as 

part of the ñmaster planò.   

 

3.  The inclusion of the ñno hotel alternativeò is an acknowledgement of its 

ñfeasibilityò.  But, the ñno-hotel alternativeò presented in the DEIR is poorly 

developed and should be better presented for its reasonable consideration by the 

decision makers. 
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 By including Alternative #3, Reduced Project/No Hotel, the 22
nd

 DAA is 

acknowledging the ñno hotel alternativeò is ñfeasibleò and meets most of the objectives 

of the project.   

 

 This is an interesting conclusion because the objectives the DEIR lays out have been 

presented on the presumption a hotel is necessary to the underlying goal of financial 

viability.  Both Draft 2008 Fairgrounds Master Plan objectives #3 and #4 make a case 

for a hotel as necessary to support the Fairôs primary fair functions during the peak and 

interim seasons.  In the one case, this conclusion stands in direct contradiction to the 

previous record of the DRAFT 2000 Master Plan, which concluded that a hotel was not 

essential to support racing, fair or interim activities.  No evidence is provided to support 

the conclusion a hotel is necessary to support the so-called conference/convention 

events (which are nowhere described).  The feasibility analysis for the hotel has been 

prepared with essentially no notice of the plan for the hotel to serve as a ñconference 

hotelò; it treats the hotel just like any of the other free-standing hotels in the area. 

 

 Courts have warned project proponents they cannot give a projectôs purpose an 

artificially narrow definition in order to limit the available options.  The ñprojectò is a 

ñmaster planò with a required program-level analysis.  There is nothing on the record to 

contradict the earlier conclusion that a hotel is NOT essential to the primary functions 

of the Fairgrounds.  Narrowing the ñmaster planò objective to a requirement the 

ñmaster planò include a hotel is applying an artificially narrow definition to the 

ñpurposeò of the project.   

 

 Fortunately, the DEIR by including the ñno-hotelò alternative as ñfeasibleò establishes a 

hotel is not a necessity and the basic purposes of the ñmaster planò can be met without 

it. 

 

 To illustrate the unexplored potential of a more robust ñno-hotel alternativeò, the 

Conservancy commissioned the design of such an alternative as part of the preparation 

of photo simulations of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex from angles that are 

critical to evaluating the impact on views and the change in community character.  This 

ñalternativeò is NOT SDRVCôs alternative.  It is the type of no-hotel alternative which 

should be fairly and systematically identified and evaluated.  An illustrative ñno hotel 

alternativeò is presented below under the Change of Character section. 

  

4. A small number of additional alternatives ï that respond to what are clear issues 

and opportunities - should be included in the DEIR and considered by the 22
nd

 

DAA. 

 

 Given the list of issues (see controversies) that have been evident and discussed for 

some time, the use of what amounts to the single, ñno-hotel alternativeò - besides the 

ñno projectò alternative - isnôt adequate. 

 

 Potential alternative elements have not been presented or discussed as being 

ñdismissedò including: 
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 MOST IMPORTANTLY ï An alternative that provides for at least a 100-foot, 

naturally vegetated setback for any building or use areas, such as for parking, from 

the San Dieguito River ï as was provided in the consultant-recommended Draft 

2000 Del Mar Fair Master Plan 

 The long-term potential of a parking structure west ï rather than east - of Jimmy 

Durante Drive 

 The near-term restoration of the South Overflow Lot to wetlands, probably simply 

by allowing them to restore themselves; given the high probability that some of the 

projects, particularly the proposal to pave and make regular use of the East Lot, 

suggest the practicality of an alternative including wetlands restoration as 

mitigation 

 The proposed surfaced parking in the East Overflow Lot could potentially be used 

for both overflow parking and as sports (soccer) fields, such as has been done in a 

park in Scottsdale, Az. for the Phoenix Open Golf Tournament (an alternative that 

will likely be determined to require mitigation for wetlands impacts or preparation 

of a ñStatement of Overriding Considerationsò) 

 As an alternative to an ñelectronic billboardò use of a less obtrusive ñnotice boardò -  

or use of the official highway information sign boards, as recently proposed by the 

Governor -to alert drivers to tune into a radio frequency that can provide drivers 

with less intrusive ï and less distractive - updated information on upcoming 

evenings at the Fairgrounds AND the River Park 

 A ñmaximum traffic demand managementò alternative ï using, for example, an 

expanded ñpark and shuttleò program - should be provided. The seemingly 

unenthusiastic inclusion of the seasonal rail platform is not adequate in this respect. 

  

E. The assumptions used in the traffic analysis to project increased Fairgrounds activity 

and increased traffic generation seem low and not consistent with other projections of 

increased Fairgrounds activity.  Even more basically, the analysis assumes: 1) the 

major investment in the upgrading of Fairgrounds facilities will make no contr ibution 

to the level of future Fair visits; and 2) the Fairgrounds have no responsibilities in its 

15-year master plan to mitigate for the major traffic impacts its ongoing activity-

levels are responsible for. 

 

 Importantly, the implementation of the Lagoon Restoration Project and the construction of 

a trail system in the western area of the San Dieguito River Park is making the lagoon area 

an increasingly popular outdoor recreation destination.  Traffic congestion is an important 

factor is the accessibility of these areas of pubic investment for pubic use and enjoyment.  

Reducing the existing level of congestion in the area and protecting against it becoming 

more congested in the future is important to the operation of the River Park and the new 

recreational opportunities the lagoon restoration and River Park offer the public. 

 

1. The increase in use of exhibit space is likely to more directly reflect the change in 

the configuration ï and use ï of the exhibit areas than some type of proportional 

increase in area, as is presented in the DEIR.  Higher-than-projected use of these 

facilities is consistent with the projections of use presented in the report 

commissioned for the Del Mar Village Association, which was based on 

information provided by the Fairgrounds. 
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The April 15, 2009 Draft Traffic Impact Analysis (Appendix K) projects trip generation 

for the proposed óprojectò.  In Tables 8-9 and 8-10, trip generation is projected for the 

following elements: increases associated with New Flat Floor Exhibit Building 

(attendees and vendors); East (Overflow) Parking Lot Improvements (attendees and 

vendors); Conference Hotel (hotel and rooftop sports field); and Health Club Sports 

Training Facility.  There is no identification of specific conference-related attendees ï 

maybe ñconference attendeesò are part of the hotel guests or part of the ñexhibit 

attendeesò or a combination.  One possibility is that all the projected hotel guests would 

make up the ñconference attendeesò.  But, this isnôt practical ï some conference 

attendees can be expected to ñcommuteò to conferences.  And, the Fairgrounds- 

commissioned feasibility analysis for the hotel treats the hotel as simply another 

general guest hotel along the north coast, suggesting that a good portion of the guests 

will not be attending conferences as part of their stay.   Maybe, the intention was to 

count the conference attendees as part of the ñNew Flat Floor Exhibit Buildingò 

attendees ï but, as discussed below, this would seem to be a questionable assumption. 

The projected ñnew useò from the conference element of the proposed project is not 

identified. 

 

The Traffic Impact Analysis ties the projected increase in expected Interim Season 

ñattendeesò to the increase in square footage of exhibit space (identified as 26,200 

square feet; an estimated 15% increase).  The analysis makes some ñconservativeò 

adjustments from this ñfloor area increaseò formula and concludes that exhibit users 

will increase by 20% with the proposed new projects.   

 

The Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex element of the project proposes the consolidation of 

three presently separated exhibit halls into a single, ñNew Flat Floor Exhibit Buildingò 

intended to be larger and provide greater flexibility to host larger and more frequent 

Interim Session events.  A 20% increase in usage from the current exhibit facilities 

seems a modest increase for what is a basic change in design and concept.  Itôs difficult 

to see how this increase would justify the costs of this major facility redevelopment.  

But, there is no way to test this question, because no ñfinancial planò for the master 

plan is provided.  Where are the conference attendees accounted for in the traffic 

generation analysis and why isnôt the expected attendance increase for this expensive 

facility redevelopment greater than projected? 

 

The Del Mar Village Association commissioned a study by The Community Land Use 

and Economics Group, LLC of Arlington Virginia to evaluate the potential economic 

benefits of the proposed ñmaster planò for the businesses in Del Mar.  The report titled, 

ñEconomic impact of proposed Del Mar Fairgrounds facilities on Del Mar Villageò is 

dated, 2008 and indicates that, ñdata on projected revenues and expenses were provided 

to us by the22nd District Agricultural Associationò.  The report bases its ñeconomic 

impact assessmentò on the projected increase of future events, which it identifies as 

ñweek-day conferencesò. The report makes no distinction between ñtrade shows and 

exhibits, such as the ñDel Mar Antique Showò, which are included in a list from the  

ñ2007 Fairgrounds events with attendance of 5,000 or moreò and ñconferencesò, as this 

term is usually understood.  The total attendance for the 2007 list of Fairgrounds events 

(the list includes a ñMisc. trade shows, performances with attendees under 5,000ò line), 

after subtracting the Fair, races, holiday of lights, scream zone, which do not use the 
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exhibit hall venues, is about 237,000.  The report concludes that new attendees will 

number between 228,000 and 438,000 annually (using assumptions that range from a 

25% booking for events with 2,500 participants to 40% for events with 3,000 average 

participants).  Using the numbers provided in the report, the projections range from an 

increase of roughly 100% to 185% over the listed 2007 events attendance.  How does 

this 100% to 185% increase in participants range in the Economic Impact Report relate 

to the 20% increase presented as the basis for the traffic impact analysis in the DEIR ï 

when they were both based on information provided by the 22
nd

 DAA? 

   

What is the projected breakdown of ñnew usersò attending ñconferencesò and those 

attending ñexhibits, trade shows and eventsò (like: graduations: dog, car and boat 

shows, home and garden shows and music festivals; etc)? 

 

The traffic impact analysis seems weekly ï or unclearly - grounded.  There should be a 

clear projection of expected increase in Fairgrounds use with the proposed master plan. 

 

2. The assumption that replacing major portions of poor quality and physically 

declining facilities ï with a newly constructed ñexhibit hall - will NOT have an 

impact on future levels of public attendance at the Fairgrounds during special 

seasonal events, especially with respect to the Fair which makes heavy use of 

exhibit space, is not realistic. Projected future attendance for the Fair Season, 

associated with the upgrade of fair facilities, needs to be analyzed and the impacts 

analyzed and mitigated for. 
   

 The calculations presented regarding the potential impacts of the proposed Draft 2008 

Master Plan facilities improvements on critical dimensions, such as air quality, traffic 

and biological resources, are based on the assumption that the level of attendance at the 

two peak events, the races and fair, will be the same whether a good portion of the 

existing exhibit facilities that are self-described in the Draft 2008 Master Plan as ñold 

and antiquatedò, ñsubstandardò and ñin poor conditionò are replaced or not.  The traffic 

analysis assumes the ONLY impacts associated with the hotel operations, the Interim 

Season exhibit-related (and conference?) activities and those associated with the 

expanded use of the East Overflow Parking Lot and the Health/Sports facility.   No 

analysis is reported - or information presented - concerning expected future-years 

attendance with the recommended ñplanò during the most impact producing fair and 

racing sessions and no information in this respect is provided comparing the ñNo 

project/Stay with the 1985 Master Planò alternative and the Draft 2008 Master Plan.  

The effect of what the DEIR is saying is that the investments on improvements that are 

proposed are expected to have no impact on Fair and Race attendance. 

 

3. Excluding the implications of the major upgrade to the Fairgrounds exhibit 

facilities proposed in the master plan on attendance during the Fair season ï and 

its potential implications for traffic impacts ï is not appropriate or adequate.  A 

Draft  Master Plan for 15 years for the Fairgrounds should evaluate the impacts 

for all event seasons and for the totality of Fairgrounds operations. Additional 

traff ic analyses are needed for the races and fair event periods, when present 

levels of service for travel are already well below acceptable standards. The level 

of future impacts of a significantly upgraded fairgrounds operation, when they 
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have been properly evaluated, are likely to be greater that calculated in the DEIR 

and will require additional mitigation, including additional projects and programs 

for traffic demand management. 
 

 The Fair presently has significant traffic impacts on the surrounding ñcommunitiesò, as 

is documented in the Existing Environmental Setting of Section 4.2 Traffic and 

Circulation.  The impacts on people accessing the increasing River Park pubic-use areas 

of the lagoon should be identified.  A ñmaster planò for 15 years (which is the way the 

plan presents itself), needs to address the cumulative impacts on traffic of the 

continuation of present Fair operations, plus the impact results of the proposed new 

elements of  the master plan on traffic conditions during all the Fairgrounds seasons, 

not just during the so-called Interim Season. 

 

 One of the four primary planning objectives in the Draft 2000 Master Plan was: 

 

4. Strategically plan and implement programs to mitigate environmental and traffic 

impacts by providing safe and efficient parking facilities, advocating alternative 

transit sources and traffic management programs, advocating responsible 

environmental practices and adopting sustainable building design guidelines. 

 

The Draft 2000 Master Plan acknowledged the Fair has underlying traffic impacts that 

need to be mitigated and committed to address this need as part of the ñmaster planò.  

The DEIR should address the overall traffic impacts of the Fair ï over the design period 

for the Master Plan, which is to 2023 (15 years from the date of the Draft 2008 Master 

Plan).  

 

Page 6-28 of the Draft 2000 Master Plan includes a matrix titled ñTransportation 

Issuesò; the column, ñWhat is Proposedò provides, ñMitigate peak day attendance 

traffic impacts.ò  The previous daft master plan said the long-range plan for the 

Fairgrounds needs to address the realities that the peak-day events are having major 

negative impacts on the surrounding communities ï and for the travelling public ï and 

need to be addressed in a long-range plan.  Unfortunately the ñrecommendationsò 

presented were not innovative or significant.  The earlier master plan draft identified 

the continuing and growing problem of peak-event impacts and accepted responsibility 

to address them. ï and attempted to reduce their impacts.  The earlier draft points out 

the inadequacies of the current plan draft and highlights the failure to analyze these 

ñmaster plan relatedò impacts. 

 

 Section 4.2 TRAFFIC AND CIRCULATION provides 46 pages of technical analysis 

of the ñExisting Environmental Settingò with regard to traffic with a numbing number 

of Traffic Volume and Level of Service figures and tables.  No clear summary of the 

situation with respect to traffic congestion, especially during the peak-hour periods of 

traffic during fair and race events is provided, other than in the technical materials. 

 

The current Fairgrounds programs clearly have a major negative impact on the traffic 

conditions in the surrounding communities ï such as Del Mar and Solana Beach and 

with respect to the traveling public on I-5, and people accessing the new lagoon-related 

River Park venues, such as the planned Lagoon Center off Via de la Valle.  Nowhere 
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does the Draft 2008 Master Plan make a commitment to working to reduce these 

negative impacts, which are greatest during the fair and racing seasons.   

 

 The impacts of ñredevelopingò a major portion of the Fairgrounds facilities, if they 

were to be evaluated appropriately, are most likely to be significant (because the 

present level of Fair related activity is a major contributor to very unacceptable existing 

levels of service for travel and to community inconvenience and disruption). The 

mitigation measures that have been outlined to reduce the significance of ñoff-season 

weekday traffic impactsò are unlikely to reduce the impacts during Fair and Race 

seasons weekdays to below a level of significance ï requiring either additional 

mitigation or supportable findings of ñoverriding significance.   The mitigation 

measures that have been outlined do not meet the ñdutyò under the CEQA Statute 

(21002) and Guidelines (15021) ñto minimize environmental damageò by the inclusion 

of ñfeasible alternatives or mitigation measuresò.  Especially lacking is any evaluation ï 

or commitment to ï traffic demand management measures, such as an expansion of the 

successful shuttle program, or an accelerated project for direct rail service. 

 

4. Traffic Demand Management 

 

The Draft 2008 Master Plan treats traffic demand management as an operational matter 

not appropriately addressed in a 15-year ñmaster planò.  In the DEIR no alternatives are 

considered that would increase the Fairgrounds present traffic demand management 

activities to ease the traffic and parking challenges facing the Fairgrounds.  The 

regionôs Congestion Management Program requires this type of analysis and program. 

 

The Fairgrounds has a successful park-and-shuttle program from a number of locations 

for the fair and race seasons.  The potential expansion of these programs should be 

evaluated.  The possibility of extending this service for larger events during the interim 

season, when increased events are planned, should be evaluated.  There appear to be 

other parking lot opportunities - associated with institutions similar to those that 

presently participate in the ñpark-and shuttleò program and within a similar radius of 

the Fairgrounds - with the potential for accommodating such service. 

 

Bus service to the Fairgrounds can be better promoted and improved.  The potential 

exists for a ñrapid-busò service from park-and-ride lots located to the north, east and 

south of the Fairgrounds.  Regional plans to provide special facilities to accommodate 

such service, suggests it as a good medium-range opportunity. 

 

The potential service a Fairgrounds rail platform can provide should be fully evaluated 

ï including the potential of special trains and service during the interim season. 

 

F. The level of intensification of development the proposed project will produce is not 

adequately described and the impacts of the intensification not adequately analyzed in 

the DEIR. 

 

 The DEIR represents the proposed Master Plan proposals as a continuation of present 

operations and as a modest increase in the intensity of use.  The DEIR fails to accurately 

and adequately describe the major intensification of uses and of development, particularly 
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with respect to the proposed Exhibit Hall/Complex.  The result is that the impacts of the 

project are substantially underestimated particularly as it relates to the change of character 

from an agricultural-style and open space uses to urban-style dominated development, 

which is not compatible with the River Park, River Park Master Plan, and Lagoon 

Restoration Project. 

 

1.  The material in the DEIR that best ï but inadequately - presents the ñmass and 

scaleò of the projectôs significant impacts blocking significant public views of the 

river corridor and wetlands is the view from the bluff above the beach, back to the 

southeast, across the Fairgrounds. 

 

 Of all the illustrations and text in the DEIR there is only one section where the reader 

has a chance of piecing together a sense of the massive increase in intensity the project 

proposes.  In DEIR section 4.5 Aesthetics, View 2 (Figure 4.5.20; unnumbered Pag 4.5-

6) shows a view of the existing Fairgrounds looking to the southeast from the bluff in 

Solana Beach, above the beach at the river mouth.  This IS a significant pubic view 

because it is included in the DEIR as such.  On unnumbered page 4.5-31, View 2 

Figure 4.5.6, shows the photo simulation of the proposed project from the North Bluff 

Reserve.  The separation by more than 27 pages of these ñbefore and afterò views is 

simply not appropriate and is an inadequate discussion of the issues of mass and scale 

impacts.  The text on Page 4.5-33 says, ñViews of the River/Lagoon remain unchanged 

éò; this is simply NOT ACCURATE.  Compared to the present view from the North 

Bluff Reserve, the proposed development view substantially reduces views of the river 

corridor west of the trestle.  And the proposed building blocks the view of the restored 

wetlands along San Dieguito Drive, below Crest Canyon, visible in the current 

condition view photo.  This loss of visual connection between the coastal defining 

elements of the area - the ocean; shoreline; the historic, largely low-lying fairgrounds 

with its iconic racetrack grandstand prominence; the river corridor; and lagoon - 

available, almost exclusively from this view site, is ï by itself ï a significant impact. 

 

 In spite of the obvious-to-the-eye comparison of the present vs. proposed view from the 

Bluff Reserveò (a comparison of the two figures, which are separated by many pages, is 

made especially difficult using the primary means of presentation via the internet), the 

DEIR text discussing this view comparison (on Page 4.5-33) is that, ñthe change is 

from an existing development to a proposed development condition.ò  This implies the 

only ñsignificant impactò possible would be from completely undeveloped to some type 

of intensive development.  This increase in mass and change of character immediately 

adjoining the river corridor is a clear impact.   Furthermore, the text argues the, 

ñarchitectural detail and landscaped buffer, combined with project landscapingò will 

ñreduce the overall effect of the large mass and scale of the projectò.  The landscaping 

most prominently featured - and the so-called buffer - is along the river away from the 

view being discussed.   This minimal landscaping and minimalist buffer will have no 

affect from this view.  The overall architectural style ï Mission Revival ï does not tend 

to soften the structure ï it has the opposite affect.  The high-walled, flat-topped, box-

like structure has the effect of emphasizing the mass and scale of the building, 

especially in contrast to the slopping roofed, agricultural-style buildings being replaced.   
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 At least, the text identifies that the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex can be 

characterized by the ñlarge mass and scale of the structureò.  However, nowhere are the 

dimensions of this mass and scale clearly stated, nor is there a useable comparison of 

the present-to- proposed presented.  The claim this ñmass and scaleò is mitigated by 

ñlandscaping and architectural style/detailsò is not correct. 

 

 The text associated with the ñbefore and afterò simulations of View 3, From San 

Dieguito Drive/Jimmy Durante Boulevard representing there will be, ñNo degradation 

of existing visual resources or the visual quality will occur ñ is contradicted by a 

comparison of the two views showing that the views of the river channel south of the 

bridge will be substantially reduced and totally dominated by both the Fire Station and 

the proposed hotel structure.  

 

2. Nowhere  in the DEIR  is the ñlarge mass and scaleò of the proposed project 

adequately presented, described or analyzed. 

 

 Nowhere is there a clear representation of the footprint of the large-scale proposed  

development clearly presented ï and there is no clear comparison of the proposed 

development to the present Fairgrounds structures.  The height elements of the Exhibit 

Hall/Hotel Complex are never clearly or adequately presented.  

 

 In section 4.5 Aesthetics, the only use of the word ñfeetò, or its abbreviation ñft.ô, are 

with respect to the description of existing buildings.  In this case there is no reference to 

the fact the exhibit halls being referenced are sloped-roof, agricultural-style buildings 

with relatively low-level, human- and natural-scale buildings on their exteriors, 

particularly along the river side and toward the fair concourse (ñfootò is used but in the 

context of an illumination measure).  And in the case of the height figures for the 

existing buildings the numbers are presented ñfrom gradeò ï presumably from their 

existing grade, which is important because the replacement exhibit hall facilities are 

proposed to be raised about 14 feet to meet flood standard requirements.   

 

 No numerical comparisons of height or mass are provided ï or, only with difficulty, can 

be calculated by the reader ï to compare the existing buildings with the proposed 

replacement structures. 

 

 In the Project Description section, 3.0, the maximum height of the hotel is described as 

ñ86.5 ft. above mean sea level (amsl)ò ï with the height of non-tower hotel elements 

being ñ66.5 ft (four stories) amslò. The height of the proposed exhibit hall portion of 

the Exhibit Hall/ Hotel Complex is described as ñ51.5 ft. at grade (three stories)ò.  This 

is followed by the observation, ñThe heights of the existing exhibit halls range from 

approximately 29.5 ft to 45.75 ft.ò  In neither case is the point of calibration clear ï 

though if someone reads ahead to the Aesthetics Section and the Hydrology appendix 

and then jumps back, one could reasonably surmise the proposal is calibrated from the 

proposed grade, which is significantly higher than the existing grade because of the fill 

needed to meet flood standards, and that the existing exhibit hall measurements are 

from the existing grade.  This type of ñproject descriptionò analysis should not be the 

responsibility of the reader.   
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 If we stopped our comments here, some responder to these comments would say, ñjust 

look at the photo simulations in the Aesthetics section and the oblique angle 

illustrations in Appendix M, Hotel Plans.ò  Photo simulations are notoriously difficult 

for people to interpret in terms of their comparisons of height and mass (and the photo 

comparisons presented arenôt even presented side-by-side, before-to-after; the reader is 

left to somehow make this comparison.  Oblique illustrations like those used in the 

Hotel Plan Appendix are even more subject to uncertain interpretation in this respect.   

 

 The figures in Appendix M, Figures M-1 and M-2 are particularly inadequate because 

the oblique angles used ñpancakeò(that is, ñflatten) the representation of the proposed 

Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex.  No comparison is provided to the existing conditions, 

even to some type of aerial.  Unless addressed here, the expected response to these 

comments will be, ñuse the Landscape Cross Sections, Figure M-15 in section 4.5 

Aesthetics to determine the heights of the proposed building elementsò.  The cross 

sections are completely inadequate in this respect: the building heights are not clearly 

presented (theyôre presented as ñghost edgesò) and only a difficult to use (especially on 

a computer screen) scale is provided.  But more significantly the roof lines for the 

Exhibit Hall element and the Hotel element of the ñcomplexò are not continuous, as 

suggested by the illustration. This discontinuous height is illustrated in Figure M-9, 

Elevations, which shows a facade for both the hotel element and the exhibit hall 

element with varied elevations.  This means the elevations shown in the Landscape 

Cross Sections and the single height elevation represented in the text do not accurately 

describe the height and mass of the building 

 

 With professional planning training, it is possible to DERIVE comparisons between the 

exiting exhibit halls and the proposed replacement exhibit halls.  But this is not a 

reasonable expectation for the DEIR presentation. 

 

 Using the elevations in Figure M-9, the presumption is the height of the elevated 

portions of the Exhibit hall are 66.5 feet, the reported height from amsl of the longest 

run of the hotel facade. Readers should not have to do their own compilation and 

interpretation of the information and illustrations. But, our attempt to do so means the 

height of significant elements of the Exhibit Hall and the Hotel are somewhere in the 

range of 26 feet to 24 feet higher respectively for the existing Exhibit Hall and Bing 

Crosby Hall (this includes guessing that the existing grade, from which the existing 

buildings are apparently measured is about 4 feet above the average mean sea level; this 

guessing by the reader should not be necessary.  The OôBrien hall is taller, 45ft 9 

inches, but it is not the key point of reference because it is set substantially further off 

the river than the Exhibit Hall and Bing Crosby Hall and, therefore has a reduced 

profile as a point of comparison from the key river view. 

 

 However, even the attempt to derive this current-height to proposed-height comparison 

does not produce a comparison of the proposed change in massing of the current and 

proposed buildings.  The current exhibit buildings are agricultural-style, barn-like 

buildings with sloping roof lines.  The mass of these buildings is not at all well 

represented by reference to the highest point.   Comparing the box-type proposed 

Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex, running a third of a mile along the river to the series of 

sloped-roof barn-type buildings segmented along the corridor by using maximum 
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height comparisons is not correct.  But no massing comparisons are provided.  

However, it is very reasonable to conclude, given the information presented ï and by 

understanding the information not provided, the change of mass is very large and the 

potential negative impacts on views and on the overall character of the largely open 

space experience along the river, where the Coast to Crest Trail is planned to pass, will 

be very considerable. 

 

 The representations - textual and illustrations - of the mass and scale of the building are 

so inadequate it seems almost unnecessary to point out that neither the Elevations 

(Figure M-9) or any of the other illustration give any clear indications of the effect the 

70-foot-high light fixtures (and potential safety screening) on the Exhibit Hall/Hotel 

Complex will have on the perceived mass of the building especially when the roof area 

is lighted. 

 

Utilizing data they developed in the design of a ñno-hotel alternativeò, KTU+A has 

prepared Illustration 1, which shows the relationship of the existing buildings, shown in 

3-D relative to the proposed footprint of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex.  

While some of the existing buildings on the east end toward Jimmy Durante Drive are 

not profiled, itôs clear to see the major increase in massing that is proposed.  Because 

this comparison does not show a 3-D perspective for the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel 

Complex, it doesnôt illustrate the impacts on massing replacement of sloped-roof 

buildings with a flat-roof structure will have. 

 

 As is clear from the photo simulations SDRVC commissioned with views from the 

river corridor where the Coast to Crest Trail is planned to parallel the proposed 

Exhibit Hall/Hotel  Complex (either on the south or north bank), the visual 

impacts to the users of the existing trail and future regional pubic facility, the 

Coast To Crest Trail will be significant.  And the ñalternativeò we have had 

prepared illustrates ñreasonable alternativesò to the proposal have not been 

presented and evaluated.   
 

G. The proposed project will result in an unidentified, unanalyzed, and unmitigated 

major change in character for a significant portion of the Del Mar Fairgrounds from 

itôs present dominant open character and rural -type agricultural style, compatible 

with the large largely open space corridor it is an key element of, to an urban 

convention center character inconsistent with the open river corridor character of the 

River Park, Lagoon Restoration Project and the protections provided by the 

California Coastal Act.  

  

1. The present character of the project area is repeatedly misrepresented as òurban-

type developmentò in character.  The Fairgrounds is more accurately 

characterized as part of the largely open space west-to-east corridor along the 

river channel that forms the ñwestern gatewayò to the 55-mile San Dieguito River 

Park.



 
Illustration 1  

Existing Buildings Overlaid on Proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex 

 

 The DEIR misrepresents the character of the project area as ñdevelopedò and as a type 

of ñurban developmentò, where the existing setting of the Fairgrounds is predominately 

part of a large open space corridor extending from the ocean along the river channel 

and lagoon, with open-space compatible, predominantly agriculture-style rural-type 

buildings. 

 

 Any aerial photo, such as the one below, showing the Fairgrounds project site in its 

regional context demonstrates it is part of a largely open space corridor extending from 

the ocean outlet for the lagoon, along the river channel, through the restored lagoon, 

and up-river.  Topographically, the Fairgrounds is not part of the area that makes up the 

developed communities of Del Mar and Solana Beach which are generally more 

upland. Solana Beach is elevated above the floodplain-occupying Fairgrounds site.  

Most of Del Mar is, as well, and the portion to the south or southwest which is urban 

development is separated from the Fairgrounds by the San Dieguito River with a 

largely undeveloped southern embankment.  
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 To see this point underlined, go to the insider title page for the DRAFT ñ2000 Master 

Plan ï 22
nd

 Agricultural Associationò released December 2001.  The signature photo 

for the Fairgrounds used on this page and on each of the Section Title Pages in the 

report shows the Fairgrounds as part of the largely open space corridor along the river.  

This characterization of the Fairgrounds as part of a largely open, river corridor is 

apparent. 

 

 Geographically the Fairgrounds are part of the open space corridor of the San Dieguito 

River floodplain.  The Fairgrounds are geographically distinguished from the 

surrounding urban development and are connected by the river channel with the ocean 

and lagoon outlet to the west and to the lagoon restoration and the rest of the River Park 

to the east.     

 

 The Fairgrounds are close to urban development but in terms of their history, east-west 

orientation, and even internal character, they are part of the open space corridor, 

dominated where there is development by agricultural-style buildings. 

 

 The Fairgrounds area is characterized as ñdevelopedò and similar in character to the 

urban development to the north and south.  For example, Page 4.1-37 in the Land Use 

Section says, ñThe Fairgrounds was sited at this location in 1926, and the surrounding 

areas have developed with residential neighborhoods and commercial uses alongside 

one of the most active Fairgrounds and horse racing facilities in the State.ò  First there 

are adjoining areas to the west and east that have not been converted to urban uses.  The 

Fairgrounds have not developed in this urban character; they have remained largely in 

open space and in terms of character with rural building types.   The distinguishing 

feature about the Fairgrounds is the area remains part of a largely undeveloped ñopen 

space bufferò not only protecting the natural character of the river corridor but defining 

and separating the two urban communities, as a kind of ñgreenbeltò. 

 

 On Page 4.1-77 of the DEIR,  the representation is, ñThe project site is surrounded by 

urban development on its northwest, northerly, northeasterly, and 

westerly/southwesterly sides, with major roadways, railroad tracks and residential to 

the west.ò  But, even if the DEIR had added there is also a major road to the east (I-5), 
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it fails to identify that the project site has major open space areas to the east (just past I-

5) an estuary area and the ocean to the west ï clearly linked by the river corridor.  

 

 The Fairgrounds looks ï and feels ï like a ñfairgroundsò.  It has a rural character.  

Much of it is open, even if surfaced ï with large areas of raw opens space, including the 

race track, practice track, dirt areas east of Jimmy Durante Drive and the driving range 

(which functions as a drainage basin).  The Fairgrounds continues to reflect its legacy 

as part of what was once San Diego largest estuary and as a 70 year-old ñcounty 

fairgrounds.ò  The great majority of the buildings are agricultural in style from the 

horse barns to exhibit barns, to the barn-like main exhibit hall structures along the river.  

With the exception of the racetrack grandstand and the newly covered Arena, the 

buildings are generally low-lying or with sloping roofs and relatively low river-side and 

central-promenade pedestrian edges. 

 

 The Fairgrounds have a distinctive ñagricultural characterò.  For the greatest number of 

visitors, this reflects itself in the barn-like exhibit halls that complement the 

grandstands, across the main east-west promenade.  These buildings say, ñcounty fairò, 

reflecting the history of the site.  Just as importantly, they send to the largely urban-

resident visitors, the message that agriculture in San Diego continues as a major 

industry.  The agricultural style is especially significant for the prominent Fairgrounds 

site because the San Dieguito Valley watershed has a high proportion of its land in 

agricultural use ï over 20% - second highest of the watersheds in San Diego County 

(San Dieguito Watershed Plan and SANDAG data).  Working to, ñencourage the 

continued viability of this valuable (agricultural) resourceò is an objective highlighted 

in the River Park Concept Plan (Page 81).  The dominant agricultural style of the non-

racetrack buildings at the Fairgrounds is actively supportive of River Parks objectives 

and contributes significantly to the open space character of the river valley.  

Replacement of these agricultural-style buildings with a building styled like an urban 

convention center ï set close to the river with parking, loading and vehicle access even 

closer - is not compatible with the River Park Plan and is a significantly impactful 

change of character. 

 

 The racetrack grandstand is iconic.  The grandstandôs Mission Revival architecture 

stands out in contrast to the agricultural style buildings that surround it ï and has earned 

its position of prominence.  But, the grandstandôs primary use as a racetrack is rural in 

origin and character. 

 

 During the fair and racing seasons, the Fairgrounds has a human density like special 

events venues, such as stadiums, that exceed urban densities.  But, for much of the year, 

and considering the fact that there are more than 300 ñinterim sessionò events, for a 

large number of days during the Interim Seasonò, the central Fairgrounds west of 

Jimmy Durante drive are quiet and largely open - with the flavor of a ñfairgroundsò off-

season (that is as an area which has as itôs legacy an ñagricultural fairò). 

 

 Except for the pari-mutuel betting facility on the northern edge of the Fairgrounds near 

Via de la Valle, and the administrative and maintenance activities associated with the 

operation of the Fair and racetrack, there are no everyday uses ï and certainly not 

round-the-clock use of the facilities ï of the Fairgrounds outside the Fair and race 
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seasons.  There is nothing comparable ï in terms of either activity pattern or building 

character - to the proposed hotel. 

 

 Finally, is the proposed ñElectronic Reader Board Signò along I-5.  The implementation 

of the San Dieguito Lagoon Restoration Project has substantially increased the feeling 

of the natural character of the open river valley and flood plain.  It took donations from 

our members for Caltrans to install a small information sign identifying the ñriver 

crossingò.  As a point of contact for citizens, we receive calls from people complaining 

about the elevated commercial sign on the east side of I-5 north of the river , with the 

callers pointing out, ñit just isnôt compatible with the natural, open space character of 

the lagoon  motorists are travelling through.ò  A 49-foot-high, 192 sq.  ft. sign, brightly 

illuminated for daytime readability, as proposed and described in the DEIR, (and most 

likely with some form of animation or message sequencing) would add another major 

incompatibility to the heavily travelled lagoon crossing. 

 

2. The proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex would not provide for a biologically 

viable buffer fr om the river, would be massive in height, and length, is box-like, 

and is styled like an urban convention center.   

 

 As highlighted in the discussion of ñintensificationò, the DEIR does not provide a clear 

comparison of the large increase in mass proposed in the case of the Exhibit Hall/Hotel 

Complex.  No clear graphic ï or descriptive statistical comparisons - are provided 

between the present conditions and the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex. Even 

without good comparisons, itôs clear from the elevations and aerial simulations in 

Appendix M the replacement building being proposed is very long, tall, box-like, with 

major building active ancillary uses - like parking, car and truck access and loading - 

quite close to the river.  The straight-up facade, with no real setbacks except for 

cosmetic articulations, would increase the perceived mass from the river side (and also 

from the promenade). 

 

 Coupled with its ñlarge massò, the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex is styled so 

that it looks like a ñconvention center boxò.  An attempt is made in the designï on both 

the south (river) and north (promenade) ï to break up the massive facade by minor 

articulations.  However, minor detailing would not  reduce the overall feeling of 

massiveness.  The overall affect is urban ï in contrast to the present agricultural style 

and feel which complements the history and majority-of-buildings feel of the 

Fairgrounds site.  On the river side (south), the style might look like an urban plaza 

facade. The proposed building replacement constitutes a complete change from the 

agricultural-style of the existing buildings complementing the riverôs edge, the concept 

of the River Park, and the ñcounty fairò history of the site. 

 

 The lay-out and design of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex completely turns 

the buildingôs back to the river.  The only activities the building would support toward 

the river would be operations servicing functions, such as vehicle access, parking and 

loading, which produce conflicts with the biological and recreational potential ï and 

plans ï for the river edge.  The biggest problem is the disappointing dismissal of the 

opportunities the river channel could provide for enhancing the experience of visitors to 

the Fairgrounds and users of the facilities. 
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3. The photo simulation analysis in Section 4.5 Aesthetics is inadequate ï it fails to 

evaluate critical view perspectives particularly from an existing trail and the route 

of the planned Coast To Crest Trail along the San Dieguito River.  The project, 

especially the massive Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex, proposed to run for a long 

distance along the river will have significant unmitigated impacts on this 

regionally significant trail element of the San Dieguito River Park.  

    

 Section 4.5 AESTHETICS, is intended to present the visual impacts of the project.  The 

photo simulations are not adequate.  While some are suggestive of the massive increase 

in scale the project will produce and the resulting change of the character to the 

Fairgrounds and relative to the adjoining river channel and existing and planned trail 

elements, the views that have been selected and presented are not sufficient to represent 

the impacts of the proposed development ï particularly of the Exhibit Hall/Hotel 

Complex. 

 

 The ñviewsò that are intended to provide a comparison of he existing and proposed 

condition do not address the key area of proposed intensification along the river west of 

Jimmy Durante Boulevard ï and even though this critical area is not addressed the 

photo simulations are suggestive of a significant change of character and impact that 

varies from the conclusions drawn in the DEIR: 

 View 1, from the west along the river channel over the railroad trestle doesnôt 
reflect the most massive face of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex 

which is not visible in the photo.  But, the before-and-after comparison reflects 

a substantial increase in the mass even on the narrowest face of the proposed 

structure. 

 View 2, from the bluff in Solana Beach is suggestive of the greatly increased 

mass of the proposed replacement building and illustrates reduced views of the 

river corridor ad of the wetlands beyond Jimmy Durante Drive 

 View 3 is from the critical - north across the river - perspective, but the south 

face of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex is masked almost completely 

by the insertion in the foreground of the proposed relocated Fire Station.  One of 

the alternative photo simulations SDRVC commissioned provides a view 

generally west along the river from the south end of the Jimmy Durante Bridge.  

It shows the substantially increasing massing ï and change of basic character ï 

along he river. 

 View 4 heading south along Jimmy Durante Drive illustrates reasonably well 

the large increase in building mass from the proposed proposal ï even though 

the foreground is occupied by a number of large RV vehicles ï not a totally 

unusual situation but one that is certainly not ñaverageò.  The affect of this 

ñplacementò (or time selection) is to visually minimize this change of scale and 

character 

 View 7 looking west along the area now occupied by the Lagoon Segment of 

the Coast To Crest Trail, considerably east of Jimmy Durante Drive, is too far 

from the area of proposed building intensification to give anything but a ñlong 

distance feelò.  But, even from a considerable distance the sense the photo 

simulation of the proposed project conveys is like moving along the San Diego 

River toward the highly urbanized development of Mission Valley.  This 
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contrasts with the existing experience which conveys an open river bank with 

agricultural-style Fairground buildings to the north of the river channel 

 View 8 is at a distance too far to easily interpret ï but coupled with the other 

view, it conveys a major increase in the mass of buildings, a large 

intensification of use and a change of character.  In terms of profile, the 

prominence of the Grandstand is lost in the proposed project simulation; it 

becomes part of what appears as urban-type development across the entire south 

Fairgrounds area, west of Jimmy Durante Drive. 

 

The text describing these photo simulations comparisons with the existing lays out a 

ñslightly more than what existsò theme.  The ñpicturesò are subject to interpretation and 

characterization ï but taken together with other information that is provided and that 

can be derived ï itôs hard not to conclude that there is major intensification proposed 

that is a change of character for the area, which is part of the River Park Planning area 

and immediately adjacent to the Coast To Crest Trail, a major regional recreational 

feature and centerpiece of the River Park. 

 

The largest element of change in the proposed Draft Fairgrounds Master Plan is the 

replacement of the three existing exhibit halls, which have agricultural-style slopping-

roofs, along the Fairgroundsô central promenade and proposes their replacement with a 

third-of-a-mile long, box-type building that consolidates the exhibit space and the 

proposed addition of a 330-room condo hotel.  This replacement ñcomplexò runs along 

the San Dieguito River Channel within roughly 100 feet of the river bank and includes 

associated developed areas such as for parking, access to underground parking, truck 

loading and service access within a short distance from the river. Our primary concern 

is with this area because it is the interface between the most intense fair activities and 

the river corridor, which is biologically significant and a recreational pathway ï both 

existing and planned. 

 

Riverpath Del Mar lies immediately across the river from the proposed ñcomplexò.  

This is an existing trail that runs along the south side of the river, from Jimmy Durante 

Drive officially to the railroad tracks.  Anyone familiar with this area and this trail 

knows that trail users cross the tracks and make use of the trail, which lies to the west 

of Camino Del Mar, to reach the beach.  In actual fact there is an informal trail from the 

beach to Jimmy Durante Drive, which provides a connection to the Boardwalk section 

of the Lagoon Segment of the Coast To Crest Trail that presently extends to San Andres 

Drive ï and shortly, with the assistance of the 22
nd

 DAA will continue along the 

southern edge of Horse Park, across El Camino Real and along the Polo Grounds. We 

have not been able to find any reference in the DEIR to the Riverpath Del Mar trail. 

 

Riverpath Del Mar is not an official element of the Coast To Crest Trail.  The route for 

the Coast To Crest Trail has yet to be determined, but the Park Master Plan for the 

Coastal Area of the San Dieguito River Valley Regional Open Space Park calls for the 

trail to run along the north side of the river on the property the Fairgrounds occupies.  A 

Coastal Conservancy grant has been applied for by the San Dieguito River Park to 

further evaluate the preferred route from Jimmy Durante Drive to the beach.  Whether 

the Coast To Crest Trail - a core feature of the San Dieguito River Park - ends up on the 

north or the south side of the river, the buildings and activities along the south side of 
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the Fairgrounds property will be critical to the experience of the trail users.  In all 

likelihood, there will be trails on both sides, but which one will formally connect to the 

beach remains to be determined. 

 

The style of the proposed ñcomplexò that will replace the exhibit halls and add a large, 

new commercial use - a condo-hotel - is intended to reflect or mimic the style of the 

iconic Grandstand.  There is a suggestion that this ñmirroringò is a form of 

ñmitigationò.  For some, ñAestheticsò have a theoretical and empirical basis.  For most, 

they are matters of human judgment and preference.  The DEIR argues a large box-like 

structure with Mission Revival architecture south of the existing Grandstand will be a 

complement to it.  It can, as easily be argued, that a larger scale ï at least in terms of 

length ï  across the central promenade from the Grandstand with the same style (or 

attempt to ñreflectò the style) will detract from the iconic nature of the Grandstand.  

This possibility should be acknowledged and addressed in the DEIR.  Certainly, the 

prominence of the Grandstand, as the centerpiece of the Fairgrounds, will be reduced. 

 

In 4.5.7 Cumulative Impacts (part of the Aesthetics discussion), the DEIR concludes 

the proposed project will: 1) continue pattern of urban development in Cities of Del 

Mar, San Diego, and Solana Beach; and 2) has been a Fairgrounds for a long time and 

since it will continue as a ñFairgroundsò ï even if changed ï will not have an impact; 

and 3) proposed new uses are ñcompatible uses that support existing usesò.  The 

characterization of the area as ñpart of the urban developmentò has been questioned 

here and by others including the Cities of Del Mar, Solana Beach, and San Diego which 

view the area as more open than urbanized.  All ófairsò are not alike ï Disneyland is a 

kind of a ñfairgroundsò.  With respect to the contention that the condo-hotel is needed 

to ñsupport existing usesò, the only evidence we are aware of on this point is the finding 

by the consultants, who prepared the Draft 2000 Master Plan ï 22
nd

 District 

Agricultural Association as follows: ñAs a result, we believe a new, on-site hotel 

complex is probably not crucial to the future expansion of year-round activities on 

site.ò (Page 5-8)   The conclusion aboutò supporting existing Fairgrounds usesò doesnôt 

square with the hotel feasibility analysis the Fairgrounds commissioned, which treats 

the potential hotel on the Fairgrounds site as just like any other ñgeneral hotelò in the 

north coastal region.   

 

 Policies of the California Coastal Commission relating to the proposed condo-hotel 

have not been disclosed or discussed in the DEIR.  The Coastal Commission has been 

cool to condominium hotel proposals, because the private ownership of these types of 

units may threaten affordable lodging access by the public to the coast, one of the 

objectives of the Coastal Act.  The feasibility study for the proposed Fairground hotel 

clearly concludes that the condo-structure of financing is essential to the financial 

feasibility of this type of undertaking on Fairgrounds property.  Not too long ago, the 

condo-hotel market was a major draw for speculative investors.  This bubble has burst ï 

nationally, internationally, and locally.  The Hard Rock Condo Hotel in the Gaslamp 

District of downtown San Diego sold out in short order in 2007.  Today, units in the 

building are selling at a 40% discount and owners are filing suites against the seller.  

And, the general hotel market faces an unknown period of retrenchment.  The economic 

viability of the hotel proposal is environmentally significant because this financially 

questionable component is a driving factor in the design of the proposed project. The 
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failure of such a speculative venture to succeed would present long-term environmental 

consequences in terms of its eventual disposition, 

 

4. To demonstrate there are feasible alternatives, we have presented a more 

attractive and functional óno-hotel alternativeô, more consistent with the current 

character of the Fairgrounds and with the Rive Park. 

 

Because the DEIR does not provide views of the proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex 

from critical perspectives, SDRVC commissioned KTU+A to prepare simulations of 

the Fairgrounds proposed exhibit-hotel building from significant pubic viewing sites 

along the San Dieguito River.  To demonstrate there are feasible alternatives consistent 

with the river corridor and reflective of the present character of the Fairgrounds, 

SDRVC KTU+A also developed a building design for a ñno-hotel alternativeò and 

simulations from along the river corridor west of Jimmy Durante Drive. 

  

Figures 1 is a photo of the existing buildings looking west from the Jimmy Durante 

Bridge. Figures 2 and 3 show view simulations for the Fairgrounds-proposed exhibit-

hotel complex, looking west along the river, from the Jimmy Durante Bridge over the 

San Dieguito River and across the river looking perpendicularly from the Riverpath Del 

Mar to the Fairgrounds site.  Figures 3 and 4 show simulations of the SDRVC-

commissioned ñno-hotel alternative from these same perspectives.ò  In each case the 

present conditions are presented along side the alternatives. 

 

The quality of the simulations of the proposed project from the two view points along 

the river is limited by the baseline information, KTU+A had available.  The only 

practical basis for producing these was to use the Elevations provided in the DEIR, 

which explains their sketch-like nature. 

-



 
 

FIGURE 1 

Existing Fairgrounds Exhibit Hall Buildings from the Jimmy Durante Bridge 
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 FIGURE 2 

Fairgrounds Proposed Exhibit Hall/Hotel Complex from Jimmy Durante Bridge 

 

 


