
Gina Champion-Cain
Five-Point Plan

 Being mayor requires equal parts leadership and vision, and while there has been 
no shortage of good ideas in past administrations the follow-through has been spotty—
often through no fault of the mayor or council, but simply because the goals are either too 
vague (“Making San Diego America’s Safest City,” goal No. 8 on Mayor Dick Murphy’s 
list) or too ambitious (Mayor Susan Golding’s wonderful vision of connecting San Diego 
waterways). 

I am a business person, and I believe that execution is every bit as important as 
conception, if not more. As a consequence, I am limiting my immediate goals as mayor to 
five specific, practical objectives that I intend to accomplish during my first term. This is 
not to imply that other issues will be ignored, or even relegated to the back burner; rather, 
this five-point plan consists of concrete, very doable action steps  I believe will vastly 
improve the quality of life here in San Diego for all sectors of the population. 

1. Turbo-charge downtown redevelopment. We’re almost there—
downtown San Diego’s urban redevelopment is a model for other cities 
not just around the country, but the world. Gaslamp Quarter clubs and 
restaurants have made the historic heart of San Diego a thriving nightlife 
center, the Padres ballpark will revitalize East Village in a way even the 
most optimics planners never thought possible, and residential 
construction is booming, with dozens of projects now underway or in the 
planning stages. And yet we need to do a better job of attracting business 
downtown. We need to make downtown attractive for corporations as well 
as small business owners by assembling incentive packages. Elements 
would include lower fees, streamlined permitting and licensing processes, 
and programs such as offering discounted parking or public transportation 
vouchers to companies if they move downtown. We also need to address 
work-force issues; you can’t expect companies to relocate downtown if 
there’s not a labor pool nearby. We need to create affordable housing 
nearby, and the logical choice is Barrio Logan, a community torn apart by 
junkyards and industry that really doesn’t belong there. In a nutshell, I 
want to see us create more jobs downtown and provide a willing and 
accessible pool of people to fill them. Downtown should not just be for the 
elite. 

2. Airport realities. Instead of trying to find a location for a new airport, 
let’s accept, once and for all, what I think most of us realize, deep down—
the airport is here to stay, and while in the future we may have a regional 
hub airport, most likely in North County, Lindbergh Field is here to stay 
and we might as well make the best of it. In line with that, my top priority 



will be to establish a trolley link between the airport and downtown. It is 
absolutely ridiculous that people who fly into or out of San Diego have no 
public transportion option. This is something that should have been done a 
long time ago, and it needs to be addressed immediately. 

3. Main Street, S.D. San Diego’s most charming and vibrant communities 
are those that have thriving little downtowns—Main Streets, if you will. 
Just look at Hillcrest, Garnet Avenue in Pacific Beach, La Jolla and several 
of our North County coastal cities, like Encinitas and Carlsbad. We need 
to extend this concept to our other communities, and bring neighborhood 
services back into the neighborhoods. I propose identifying one single 
block in the heart of each community and then appointing a task force of 
community leaders to come up with a detailed and specific plan to make 
that block come alive, from what businesses we need to attract to what 
street and sidewalk improvements we should make. Then we need to 
devise an incentive and recruitment plan to attract the right businesses, and 
work on aesthetic improvements—sprucing up the sidewalks, the 
landscaping, the street lights. Funding doesn’t have to be an 
insurmountable obstacle; look at what communities like Ocean Beach 
have done, with donors getting their names on tiles or bricks in the 
sidewalk. Only after we accomplish this can San Diego truly become the 
“city of villages” my predecessor envisioned—a vibrant heart will do 
wonders for the surrounding community and encourage redevelopment 
there as well. 

4. North-south commute. Interstates 5 and 15 are a nightmare, with stop-
and-go traffic even on Saturdays. This is a result of both poor planning 
and neglect. While Orange County, under the auspices of one regional 
transportation authority, was busy widening its freeways and adding 
logical, workable carpool lanes with easy access to and from each freeway 
exit, our own freeways were mired in bureaucracy, with competing 
agencies doing little or nothing—while development was being allowed 
right up to the freeway’s edge, mitigating any chance of future expansion. 
And the little they did was wrong. The so-called carpool lane at the 
northbound merge of I-5 and I-805 is more trouble than it’s worth—once 
you get in it, you can’t get out of it for several miles, much to the 
consternation, and frustration, of often-unwitting motorists. Meanwhile, 
on the I-15, that ridiculous elevated carpool ramp, with traffic switching 
directions and fees for individual use, is an embarrassment. As mayor, I 
have no direct control over freeway construction, but now that we finally 
do have a unified regional transportation agency I intend to do everything 
I can to be heard, particularly in Sacramento, where we still tend to get 
ignored or dismissed far too easily. We have to understand that this is not a 



North County issue; all those people are trying to either get into or out of 
San Diego, and this mess we’ve allowed to happen hurts us all. One of 
Sacramento’s favorite lines is we need to rely more on public 
transportation—well, if you can find a public transportation system that 
works, tell me about it! We need to understand that San Diego—and Los 
Angeles, for that matter—is not laid out like cities in the East and in 
Europe, where mass transit is an effective alternative to cars. We don’t 
have the concentrated density that a traditional mass transit system 
requires if it is to function properly and smoothly. Sure, we should 
continue to study public transportation options—but we should also accept 
reality and stop trying to fight our inherent car culture. We need to widen 
our freeways where we can, install a system of carpool lanes identical to 
that used in Orange County on the 5 and 405, and, down the road, develop 
at least one additional major north-south freeway. The way things stand, 
the north-south commute is a nightmare, and it can only get worse. 

5. North Embarcadero. It’s the gaping black hole of downtown 
redevelopment. We’ve done a great job at points south, with Seaport Village 
and the walkway that runs along the bay from lower Broadway past the hotels 
to Embarcadero Marina Park. We’ve done a great job at points north, with 
Harbor Island and the walkway along the bay past the Coast Guard station, 
across from the airport and Teledyne Ryan. But we’ve done a terrible job with 
the middle section. We have this fantastic Maritime Museum, but getting there 
from the north or south is a mad scramble for pedestrians—and one extended 
traffic jam for cars. There’s a compelling plan in place, to build a landscaped 
esplanade with public plazas, piers and other amenities from Seaport Village 
to the northern end of the bay, where the existing walkway begins. But that 
plan has all but fallen apart, with one of our partners in the project, the county, 
withdrawing $7.3 million it had planned to contribute to the first phase, and 
another partner, the port district, objecting to the removal of waterfront 
parking places. Meanwhile, as an editorial in the San Diego Union-Tribune 
recently pointed out, “the city of San Diego has been AWOL.” Well, let me 
tell you, no more. I agree with the U-T that such a project would provide “a 
stunning gateway that would be the signature setting for San Diego.” After all, 
it’s in plain sight of the airport. One of my top priorities as mayor, then, will 
be to reignite the North Embarcadero improvement project and, quite simply, 
find a way to make it happen. 


