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Pedestrian Links and Connections 
Although visual access is important, occasional 
physical public access points need to be provided 
along canyon edges.   There are many examples 
where homes and lots completely surround a canyon 
and if you do not happen to live along a canyons 
edge, you do not know it is there. 

5.  Threats to our Values

San Diego’s precious canyons face a variety of threats that if 
left un-checked, will greatly diminish the many benefits that 
they provide. Perhaps the urgency to act stems more 
from our increased understanding of canyon values than
from the myriad of things that impact the canyons on a daily 
basis.  For example, we have learned that access to nature 
is very important toward our mental and physical health.
Children that have access to nature are less prone to 
Hyperactive Attention Deficit Disorders (HADD) and 
depression.  We have learned that the water filtration 
benefits of canyon habitats could play a key role in cleaning 
up our coastal storm-water pollution problems.] 

Urban Encroachment
There are a number of threats resulting from growth and 
urban development including: 

encroachment from new housing, businesses, 
schools, etc.;

channelization of creeks and natural drainage 
systems, (-cutting off the water filtration benefits); 

expansion of utilities into canyons, (water, sewer and 
power lines), including access roads for utility 
maintenance and infrastructure such as new roads 
and bridges; 

increased development density is increasing human 
demand and unmanaged use of open space areas -
resulting in habitat impacts.  Infrastructure, parks, and 
funding for open space maintenance is languishing 
behind the dense housing development. 

Erosion of creek beds and the floors of our 
canyons increases as development reduces the

  Homes surrounding a canyon 

Development encroaching 
down a canyon 

Channelized Chollas Creek 

Utilities in Canyon 
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amount of permeable surfaces in our city and storm-
water runoff is funneled into the canyons in ever greater 
volumes and velocities.  Many canyon floors have been 
scoured clean of soils and vegetation leaving a wide 
swath of coble stone where thick layers of fertile 
sediment once existed. 

Invasive plant species is arguably the number one 
threat to natural canyon habitats.  A City Parks and 
Open Space memo regarding an invasive plant 
species policy states: “We are experiencing an 
invasion of non-native plants in over 70% of our 
24,000+ acres of open space, which crowd out 
native plants and reduce the quality of habitats.”
(Jan., 2006).   These highly problematic non-native 
plants include: pampas grass, tamarisk, mustard, 
arundo, castor bean and ice plant.  Iceplant will 
consume entire hillsides.  It is often planted on steep 
slopes to reduce fire risk and prevent erosion 
however when it gets heavy during the rains it often 
slides in giant masses down the slopes dragging the 
top soils with it and leaving the hillside exposed and 
subject to massive erosion. 

Poor brush management practices have increased 
since the fires in October 2003.  Clearing of native 
plants creates a highway for non-native weeds. Many 
weeds die and dry up every year increasing the risk 
of flash fires. 

Sale of publicly owned land is being considered to 
help with governmental budget problems. 

Trash is being dumped into canyons including 
large items like mattresses and tires.  Trash 
accumulation fosters bacterial pollution eventually 
fouling our waterways and beaches. 

Encampments by homeless people in our canyons 
results in human waste and trash problems and 
increases risk of fire and makes safe public use 
questionable.

Creek Erosion 

Arundo in Canyon 

Canyon Trash Cleanup 

Ice Plant for Brush 
Management
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7.  Possible Ideas and Guidelines 

Following are some ideas developed that illustrate how our guiding values could be incorporated 
into a grand design for our region.  The first section elaborates on some basic overall design 
ideas.   Three specific sub-regions were then chosen as focus areas. Clairemont, Encinitas and 
Mid-City San Diego.

Overall Guidelines 
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View of Clairemont Square indicating possible links and relationships to surrounding canyons 

The street could be narrowed and canyon vegetation could be extended into the 
neighborhood creating a connection from the Shopping Center to the canyon. 
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7.  How to Create a Canyonlands Park 

Implementing the Canyonlands Park will include regional policies, local initiative and neighborhood 
community action.  The ideas are already occurring in parts and pieces at each of these levels.  The 
Park will bring these efforts together, provide coordination and mutual support.

Regional:
Smart Growth Planning:  Adopt the Canyonlands Park.  Refine the vision for the Park 
and our communities.  Identify resource, economic and community opportunities 
related to the Park.
Green Transportation and Infrastructure planning:  Create a green region and 
maximize the sustainability of the environment and communities.
Open Space Planning:  Coordinate efforts and program for resource, economic and 
recreational use of major open spaces.
Resource Protection:  Continue and coordinate Species Conservation programs
Water Quality:  Coordinate standards and watershed-wide planning of the Park 
drainage sheds and their effect on oceans. 
Visual Resource Protection:  Create and coordinate new scenic resource guidelines
Interagency Coordination between General Plans 
Connect costal commission with National Forest and River Park planning
Cross-Border Planning from Pendleton to Ensenada 
Regional Organization Coordination:  (Sierra Club, Native Plant Society) 

Local:
Smart Growth Planning (Cities, County, Baja—“urban villages”, etc).—Adopt the 
Canyonlands Park.  Identify Park opportunities.  Create guidelines for protection of 
canyons, development in canyons and connection with communities and parks.

Green Infrastructure Planning:  Manage and control infrastructure access and use of
canyons, what happens to roads, transit, sewers and so forth in canyons.

Open Space Planning:  Create breathing room for communities in addition to 
recreation parks and habitat preserves.  Create management systems:  for example 
Park Rangers. 
Community Plan Coordination:  Review relationships between adjacent community 
plans to connect trails, preserve separating open space, etc. 
Funding and Implementation:  Coordinate efforts between groups and agencies to 
identify and maximize leverage of funding. 
Coordination of Community Efforts:  (Provide assistance to Canyoneers, neighborhood 
canyon groups, park foundations and committees) 

Neighborhood:
Community Involvement:  Implement the Canyonlands Park.  Involve and energize 
neighborhoods around their canyons through Sierra Club, Education organizations, 
other environmental initiatives 
Open Windows: 
Create Links 
Create Uses 
Provide Interpretation and Education 
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Discourage development and abuse of canyons 
Provide oversight of safety, fire and security 

8.  Next Steps 

Where do we go from here? If this white paper is to be a catalyst for positive change in our quality of 
life, rather than just another intellectual exercise, we must immediately decide on and take the next 
steps. Following are some suggested courses of action that can be taken individually or in concert:

Educate
Encourage schools and teachers to include nearby canyons as an integral part of their science based 
curriculum. The canyons are living, breathing ecosystems providing opportunities for nearby schools 
to educate their students in science-based disciplines such as ecology, geography, natural/human 
history, paleontology, watersheds and water quality. These nature-classrooms are a perfect way to 
augment the teaching of science. 

Promote
Broaden the constituency for canyon preservation by raising awareness regarding the essential 
quality of life benefits derived from canyons. A good starting point is to organize speaking tours with 
residents and community planning groups throughout San Diego. With respect to groups representing 
different priorities, it is necessary to identify common ground and interests in order to build broad 
coalitions. This will involve articulating and quantifying relationships between the economy, quality of 
life, and the canyons. 

Provide
Provide access for the public. Access begins at the interface between the built/natural environments. 
Interface designs include providing physical access such as trailhead kiosks and trail improvements, 
and providing visual access such as pocket-park overlooks with interpretive signage. Urban 
approaches to the canyon could have transition areas where native plant landscaping leads to the 
trailhead giving the feeling that the canyon reaches into the community center. Each community has a 
role to play in helping to create appropriate design criteria for access, and for maintenance of habitat 
values for their canyons. 

Cooperate
Develop a system of interagency public/private cooperation for oversight. The effectiveness of the 
canyonlands effort will increase exponentially based on the level of cooperation 
between various private, community, and governmental groups.

Maintain
Provide support for local stewardship efforts by funding or establishing volunteer based management 
programs addressing such things as brush management, fire risk control, illegal dumping, and 
homeless encampments. 

Mitigate
Mitigate environmental degradation to our canyons by developing a sustainability program to reduce 
polluted runoff, hillside and streambed erosion, and to increase water availability. Examples include 
water-retention designs that capture storm water in cisterns, grassy swales, or on-site riparian areas.
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Fund
Develop innovative funding strategies to carry out the vision of canyonlands. The funding 
mechanisms for built infrastructure need to include the natural infrastructure of our urban 
environment. Examples include utilizing the Environmental Growth Fund (established utility 
assessment fees), tax-increment financing, developer impact/in-lieu fees, fee waiver incentives, real 
estate excise or transfer taxes, and assessment districts.

Grant writing for municipal, state, federal, and nonprofit grants, and private capital campaigns are 
other examples of funding strategies. For canyons not already in the public realm, incentives could be 
offered such as tax relief for property owners that provide conservation and public access easements. 
Transfer Development Rights (TDR) is a way of diverting development away from areas that are 
important to a community to more agreeable areas for development. 

Build
Build a model that incorporates as many of the afore-mentioned Next Steps as possible while 
adhering to the guiding principles outlined in this paper. An urban redevelopment project adjacent to a 
canyon presents an excellent opportunity for building such a model. Development and infrastructure 
(in this case green infrastructure) are like peas and carrots –they go hand in hand. A private/public 
partnership can not only gather resources more effectively, but also expand the pie of benefits that 
accrue to the developer, the canyon, and the community. It is with this thought that we propose that 
the community, public agencies, and design and development professionals put forth a development 
plan to bring into the community the natural infrastructure that makes San Diego so unique- the 
canyons.

"According to current ecological theory, preserving islands of wild land (parks 
and preserves) in urban areas is not enough.  Instead, a healthy urban 

environment requires natural corridors for movement and genetic diversity. 
What if such a theory were applied to an entire urban region? 

What if natural corridors for wildlife extended deep into urban territory and 
urban psyche and thereby created an entirely different environment in which 

children would grow up and adults could grow old?”

Richard Louv, from his book “Last Child in the Woods” 

For further information contact: 
http://www.sdcivicsolutions.com/




