
 
 
 
DATE ISSUED: February 25, 2009     REPORT NO. PC-09-015 
 
ATTENTION: Planning Commission, Agenda of March 5, 2009 
 
SUBJECT:  GARY AND MARY WEST WELLNESS CENTER (NORTHEAST 

CORNER OF FOURTH AVENUE AND BEECH STREET) – 
CONDITIONAL USE/NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT PERMIT 
FOR A SOCIAL SERVICE AND CONGREGATE MEAL FACILITY 
FOR SENIORS – DOWNTOWN COMMUNITY PLAN AREA 

 
OWNER/ 
APPLICANT: Frank Hartung and Thomas Thale/Senior Community Centers  
 
SUMMARY 
 

Issue:  Should the Planning Commission approve Conditional Use/Neighborhood 
Development Permit (CUP/NDP) No. 2008-55 for the Gary and Mary West Senior 
Wellness Center (“Center”)? 

 
Staff Recommendation:  Staff recommends that the Planning Commission approve 
CUP/NDP No. 2008-55 for the Center subject to conditions as listed in the Draft Permit.  

 
Community Planning Group Recommendation:  On February 11, 2009, the Centre 
City Advisory Committee (CCAC) voted 24 in favor, 0 opposed with 2 abstentions and 1 
recusal to recommend approval of CUP/NDP No. 2008-55 for the Center for an initial 
period of 20 years. 
 
Centre City Development Corporation Recommendation:  On February 18, 2009, the 
Centre City Development Corporation (CCDC) voted 5 in favor, 1 opposed to 
recommend approval of CUP/NDP No. 2008-55 for the Center for an initial five-year 
period, allowing for an administrative extension by CCDC for an additional five years if 
a specific redevelopment plan for the site was agreed upon.  
 

Other Recommendations:  None. 
 
Fiscal Impact Statement:  None with this action. 
 
Code Enforcement Impact:  None with this action. 
 
Housing Impact Statement: None with this action. 
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BACKGROUND 
 
Senior Community Centers (SCC) is currently located at 928 Broadway and provides seniors 
with a network of comprehensive, integrated senior programs and supportive services under 
Conditional Use Permit (CUP) 88-0477, issued in 1988.  Its long-term lease expired on March 
31, 2008, and the facility is currently operating on a month-to-month basis.  In 2007 SCC 
obtained approvals to relocate their facility to the second floor of the newly constructed Smart 
Corner office building located at 1122 Broadway.  However, due to tenant improvement 
conflicts with the existing building layout, the proposed relocation did not occur, leaving SCC 
without a secure relocation space once their lease expired.  After a year of searching for a 
suitable location for their facility, SCC found a relocation site at 1515-1525 Fourth Avenue in 
the Cortez neighborhood.  SCC recently received a $3 million donation from Gary and Mary 
West to help organize and acquire this property for the relocation and operation of the senior 
program, to be named the Gary and Mary West Senior Wellness Center. 
 
In 2005 CCDC approved the Solara Tower project on the south half of this block (consisting of 
the subject property and the 15,000 square-foot parcel to the east), which contained a residential 
tower above street level retail and a bank facility.  The project also contained a public plaza at 
the southwest corner overlooking the future St. Joseph’s Park to the southwest.  However, the 
developer is no longer involved in the site. 
 
The Center is proposed to contain the same services currently provided at the existing location at 
928 Broadway (with the addition of computer access and wireless health technology) and will 
operate 365 days per year.  Hours of operation will be 7:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m., seven days a 
week.  The Center provides nutrition and health education, healthcare and social services, 
entitlement and legal counseling, job training, and case management services.  In addition, the 
Center will provide breakfast and lunch meal services during the day.  Breakfast is served from 
7:00 a.m. to 8:30 a.m. and lunch served at 11:30 a.m. and 12:30 p.m.  The food is prepared off-
site at the Potiker Senior Center in the East Village and re-heated on site.  Approximately 250-
300 seniors aged 60 and older are projected to utilize the facility on a daily basis.  A vast 
majority of the seniors served are low to moderate income, and SCC estimates that 
approximately 3% of the seniors served are homeless. 
 
The proposed 15,000 square-foot relocation site at the northeast corner of Fourth Avenue and 
Beech Street contains an existing building consisting of a 10,000 square-foot first story and 
2,000 square feet mezzanine, with attached surface parking lot.  The site is located directly 
northeast of the proposed future St. Joseph’s Park and is surrounded by mid-rise residential 
(Solara Lofts) to the north, low-rise commercial (Financial 21 Bank) to the east, two-story 
residential to the south and St. Joseph’s Cathedral directly across the street to the west. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
The proposed Gary and Mary West Senior Center is classified as a Social Service Institution as 
well as a Congregate Meal Facility.  The site at 1515 -1525 Fourth Avenue lies within the 
Employment/Residential Mixed-Use Land Use District, which allows both uses with approval of 
a CUP under the Centre City Planned District Ordinance (PDO).  In addition, under the Land 
Development Code (LDC), a Congregate Meal Facility is typically required to be separated by a 
¼ mile from any other Congregate Meal Facility, Emergency Shelter, or Homeless Day Center.  
However, the Centre City PDO allows for exemptions from this separation requirement when 
specific findings are made as discussed later in this report.  In addition to the CUP, SCC is 
seeking approval of a NDP to allow expansion of the building floor area, which is classified as a 
Previously Conforming structure, to accommodate the proposed facility. 
 
Under Section 112.0103 of the LDC, projects requiring the approval of multiple permits are to be 
consolidated for processing and acted upon by the highest level of authority for the consolidated 
application.  In this case, the final approval of a CUP for a Social Service Institution and 
Congregate Meal Facility is under Process 4 by the Planning Commission (with potential appeal 
to the City Council).   
 
Conditional Use Permit 
 
Approval of a CUP for a Social Service Institution and a Congregate Meal Facility requires that 
certain findings be made, including that the use will not adversely impact the applicable land use 
plan; will not be detrimental to the public health, safety and welfare; and, complies to the 
maximum extent feasible with the regulations of the LDC and the PDO.  In addition to the ¼ 
mile separation requirement, Congregate Meal Facilities are subject to specific regulations 
outlined in Section 141.0412 of the LDC.  A list of these requirements as well as a detailed 
description of how the facility intends to meet these requirements, has been attached as part of 
this report. 
 
Under Section 126.0305 of the LDC, the following four findings must be made in order to 
approve a CUP, as follows:  
 
1. The proposed use or development will not adversely affect the applicable land use plan. 
 

The facility has operated in downtown San Diego for 39 years, providing valuable 
services critical to the health and independence of seniors living in downtown and 
surrounding communities.  It is the goal of the Downtown Community Plan to continue 
to allow health and human service facilities areawide while minimizing impacts to 
surrounding land uses, and balancing provisions of services to populations in need of 
assistance.  The Community Plan envisions that these facilities employ a continuum-of-
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care approach whereby multiple services are provided on-site.  Ideally, this approach 
would include meals and counseling services as well as shelter.  The proposed facility 
does not provide housing facilities; however, a vast majority of the Center’s clients do 
have permanent housing but are typically lower income residents in need of the services 
provided by the Center. 
 

 The proposed site has significant redevelopment potential as it contains a permitted Floor 
Area Ratio (FAR) of between 6.5 and 10.0 (minimum FAR of 4.0).  The site would 
ideally be redeveloped at some time with a mid- to high-rise mixed use development and 
contain active ground level commercial uses across from the future park.  The site could 
also be combined with the adjoining underdeveloped sites to the east (as was done with 
the former Solara Tower project) to create a redevelopment project consistent with the 
Community Plan.  In addition to the FAR concerns, the Community Plan also establishes 
a goal of ensuring that developments immediately adjacent to parks create an integrated 
and memorable relationship of architecture and open space.  Given the current market 
conditions, the proposed use is appropriate in this location for the immediate future as it 
is compatible with the surrounding variety of lower density commercial, residential and 
office uses.  However, to fully comply with the goals and policies of the Downtown 
Community Plan, which require a minimum FAR on all development sites except in 
conditions of hardship, exceptional circumstances, or public health and welfare, and in 
order to meet population and employment targets, the site should be redeveloped in the 
long-term with a higher intensity project. 

 
Therefore, CCDC is recommending that the CUP be approved for a specific period of 
time with the ability to consider further extensions at the end of this period based on an 
analysis of surrounding development activity, the market conditions, and the ability of 
the Center to relocate or to be incorporated into a redevelopment project on the site. 
During the public review process, lengthy discussions occurred regarding the appropriate 
initial time period for the CUP. The CCDC Board voted 5 -1 to recommend that the CUP 
be valid for an initial period of 5 years if SCC presented a redevelopment program for the 
site including concept drawings, land use program, and potential funding sources for the 
redevelopment program to proceed with the additional 5 year period. The Board was 
concerned that without this 5 year trigger, serious efforts would not be made for SCC to 
evaluate the redevelopment of the site. The Board expressed hope that the site could be 
redeveloped, potentially with adjacent property, into a development containing affordable 
housing and the Center would be consistent with the vision and policies of the Downtown 
Community Plan.   

 
2. The proposed use or development will not be detrimental to the public health, safety, and 

welfare. 
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 The proposed use will not be detrimental to, but rather contribute to, public health, safety 
and welfare by providing seniors with needed services and meals at little or no cost. 
There is a growing population of seniors in downtown and SCC is the main facility 
serving this population.  The relocation of the existing facility will allow SCC to continue 
to provide health services, case management and basic nutritional needs for a neglected 
segment of the senior population.  The LDC, as well as the Downtown Community Plan, 
requires the facility to implement protocols to avoid off-site impacts from clients 
including litter, loitering, and queuing with the public right-of-way.  The proposed hours 
of operation and conditions of approval will ensure that the use is not a detriment to the 
public health, safety and welfare of the surrounding neighborhood.  

 
3. The proposed use or development will comply to the maximum extent feasible with the 

regulations of the Land Development Code.  
 
 The proposed relocation of the facility is required to conform to the land use regulations 

of the City’s LDC and the Centre City PDO, including the findings for the waiver of the 
¼ mile separation rule as may be approved through the CUP process.  

 
4.  The proposed use is appropriate at the proposed location.  
 
 SCC has operated at 928 Broadway for many years without creating problems for the 

surrounding neighborhood.  The proposed services are compatible with the surrounding 
mix of uses.  While this location is not as well served by transit as the current location on 
Broadway, it is located on a bus line and is four blocks from a trolley station.  

  
SCC is requesting an exemption from the ¼ mile separation requirement from other 
Congregate Meal Facilities, Emergency Shelters, or Homeless Day Centers.  This 
requirement was established in order to avoid over-concentration of such facilities.  The 
proposed location is just under a ¼ mile from the San Diego Rescue Mission Homeless 
Emergency Shelter located at 121 Elm Street (Bankers Hill).  The Centre City PDO was 
amended in 2007 to allow for such exemptions, and such requests are evaluated on a 
case-by-case basis and may be approved if one of the following two findings can be 
made:  

 
(a)  The proposed institution/facility is relocating from another location within the Centre 

City Planned District and the previous site vacates any existing CUP or Previously 
Conforming Use rights for such institution/facility; or   

 
(b) The institution/facility, due to its unique operations or clientele, will not adversely impact 

the surrounding neighborhood and there is a demonstrated need for the 
institution/facility that is not being met by existing services/facilities in the Downtown 
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Community Plan area.  
 
Although this proposal is to relocate the existing facility, the existing CUP remains in place at 
928 Broadway and is not proposed to be vacated at this time, as the City’s lease with the 
operators of the San Diego Square development at 928 Broadway requires the provision of 
senior services at that location (although it is unknown at this time the extent and type of 
services that will be offered at that location).  SCC is therefore seeking consideration of the 
exemption based on the second finding. 
 
SCC has stated that they are the only senior social service facility and congregate meal facility in 
downtown San Diego providing their wide range of services.  If SCC was unable to relocate 
within the downtown area, some or all of these important support services for seniors may cease 
to exist.  The proposed relocation site will allow SCC to continue enhancing the quality of life 
for seniors, benefiting the entire downtown community. 
 
While Congregate Meal Facilities are subject to the separation requirement, the Center will not 
have the potential impacts that such facilities can create based on their track record at 928 
Broadway and the fact that their elderly clientele have permanent housing for the most part.  
 
Neighborhood Development Permit 
 
As part of the project, SCC is seeking to expand the building by adding another 2,000 square feet 
to the existing interior mezzanine and adding 2,700 square feet of new building area that will 
cantilever over the existing surface parking for a total building area of 16,700 square feet.  The 
existing building does not conform to the Minimum FAR (4.0) or Minimum Streetwall Height 
(45 feet) development standards of the PDO, and is therefore considered a Previously 
Conforming Structure.  
 
The LDC allows the expansion or enlargement of a Previously Conforming Structural envelope 
through the approval of a NDP.  Under Section 127.0106 of the LDC, the following three 
findings must be made in order to approve a NDP, as follows:  
 
1. The development will not adversely affect the applicable land use plan. 
 
 As discussed earlier, the Community Plan requires a minimum FAR on all development 

sites and seeks to avoid exceptions unless conditioned on finding of hardship, exceptional 
circumstances, or public health and welfare.  While the short-term continuation of the 
underdeveloped condition of the site will not be unique for this neighborhood, the long-
term residential population and employment goals of the Community Plan would be 
impacted if this and other similar properties were prevented from redeveloping to 
anticipated levels.  However, this proposal can be viewed as an interim, albeit not short-
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term, condition where at some time in the future SCC can leverage the property value and 
development potential for a joint-use redevelopment or sell the site to fund the relocation 
of the Center.  

 
2. The proposed development will not be detrimental to the public health, safety, and 

welfare. 
 
 The proposed 4,700 square-foot addition, as well as the proposed exterior improvements 

to the structure, will not be detrimental to public health, safety and welfare as it will 
enhance the use and appearance of the development while facilitating the provision of 
needed services for the elderly population.  The existing building has been partially 
seismically retrofitted and the remaining seismic upgrade will be completed as part of the 
new project.  The proposed conditions of approval will ensure that the development is not 
a detriment to the public health, safety and welfare of the surrounding neighborhood. 

 
3. The proposed development will comply to the maximum extent feasible with the 

regulations of the Land Development Code.  
 
 Full compliance with the Centre City PDO would require demolition of the existing 

structure and new construction of a building with a minimum FAR of 4.0 (60,000 square 
feet of floor area), minimum 45-foot street wall height and underground parking. These 
requirements would render the proposed project infeasible at this time.  

 
ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS: Under the 2006 Final Environment Impact Report (FEIR), 
an Environmental Secondary Study is prepared for all developments in the Centre City area in 
order to evaluate the project’s compliance with the Downtown Community Plan and Planned 
District Ordinance and, therefore, the findings and conclusions of the FEIR.  The project has 
been found to be in compliance with those planning documents; therefore, no further 
environmental review is required. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The services and meals provided by SCC are an important asset to seniors downtown.  The 
proposed location would allow SCC to continue these services in a new and expanded location 
which would be compatible with surrounding land uses.  Due to concern over the long-term 
redevelopment potential of the site, CCDC is recommending that the Permit be granted for an 
initial five-year period with the ability to obtain an administrative five-year extension provided a 
specific redevelopment plan consistent with the redevelopment goals of the Downtown 
Community Plan is submitted and agreed upon by SCC and CCDC. Therefore, staff recommends 
that the Planning Commission approve CUP/NDP 2008-55, subject to the following conditions:  
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1. The Permittee may operate a 16,700 square-foot Social Service Institution and Congregate 
Meal Facility providing breakfast and lunch meals, nutrition and health education, healthcare 
and social services, entitlement and legal counseling, and case management for the senior 
population.  There shall be no overnight accommodations provided.  

 
2. The CUP for the Social Service Institution and Congregate Meal Facility shall be 

effective for a period of five years from the date that the use receives its Certificate of 
(Temporary) Occupancy.  The term may be administratively extended by the CCDC 
President if the Permittee submits a conceptual redevelopment plan  
consisting of: a redevelopment program including the center along with other uses, 
potentially including affordable housing; Basic Concept development plans which meet 
the development standards of the Centre City PDO, including but not limited to 
Minimum FAR requirements; and, a list of potential funding sources (not committed) 
including Redevelopment Agency funds.  Additional extensions may be 
requested through applicable City processes and the consideration of such requests shall 
be based on the evaluation of the requested extension's consistency with the Downtown 
Community Plan, existing development patterns in the surrounding neighborhood, and 
market conditions for redevelopment of the site. 

  
3. Participants in this program shall be limited to sixty (60) years of age or older as prescribed 

by the Older Americans Act. 
 
4. The facility may be open between the hours of 6:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. seven days of the 

week.  
 
5. All activities associated with the facility, including the serving of food and beverages, shall 

occur within the confines of the building.  
 
6. Patrons of the facility shall not loiter on the sidewalks directly in front of the facility. A 

designated waiting area shall be established within the enclosed entry area for participants a 
minimum of 30 minutes prior to and during meal service.  

 
7. Patrons of the facility shall be advised by SCC staff of all rules of the facility and be 

discouraged from loitering in the area before, during, or after the hours of operation. 
 
8. The Permittee shall maintain the premises and adjacent public sidewalks free of litter. 
 
9. A minimum of one security officer shall be on duty while the facility is open.  
 
10. The facility shall provide off-street parking at a rate of 1 space per full-time equivalent 

employee, calculated at 8 hours of working time per employee per 24-hour period.  
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11. If at any time the City or CCDC staff receives complaints that are validated as violations of 

the terms of the Permit or the activities permitted under the Permit constitute a “public 
nuisance” as defined by the City of San Diego Municipal Code, then a public hearing shall 
be scheduled to review the Permit.  If after holding a duly noticed public hearing, it is 
determined that violations of the Permit exist or that any or all aspects of the activities 
permitted by this Permit constitute a public nuisance, then the conditions of the Permit may 
be modified or extended, or the Permit revoked. 

 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
_______________________      _____________________ 
Brad S. Richter        Lucy Contreras  
Assistant V.P. - Current Planning      Associate Planner  
 
 
Attachments:   A - Senior Community Centers List of Board of Directors 
   B - Project Drawings including Vicinity Map, Site Plan, and Floor Plan 
   C - Site Photos 
  D - Social Service Provider/Homeless Facilities ¼ mile Separation Map 
   E - Senior Community Center’s Correspondence 
   F - Downtown Community Plan Goals & Policies  
   G - Draft CUP/NDP 2008-55 
   H – Sustainability Statement  
   I – Public Correspondence  
   J- Environmental Secondary Study  
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