
 
DATE ISSUED: October 15, 2021 REPORT NO: 103 

ATTENTION: Park and Recreation Board 
Agenda of October 21, 2021 

SUBJECT: Natural History Museum General Development Plan 

SUMMARY 

Issue – Should the Park and Recreation Board recommend approval of the proposed 
General Development Plan (GDP) for Balboa Park’s Natural History Museum? 

Department Recommendation - Recommend approval of the proposed GDP. 

Other Recommendations – The Balboa Park Committee (BPC) reviewed and 
considered the proposed project at various stages of development.  Actions taken and 
recommendations made by the BPC is provided under the Discussion section below. 

Fiscal Impact – There is no fiscal impact associated with this action.  The Natural 
History Museum would be responsible for implementation and maintenance of the 
proposed improvements. 

Water and Energy Conservation Status – The proposed project would reduce water 
use in this portion of Balboa Park by installing drought tolerant native plant materials 
and is consistent with City water conservation policies. 

Environmental – The City of San Diego Development Services Department has 
advised Parks and Recreation staff that the proposed Project is consistent with the 
existing Environmental Impact Report (EIR) prepared for the Balboa Park Master Plan 
(BPMP) and Supplemental Environmental Impact Report (SEIR) prepared for the 
Central Mesa Precise Plan (CMPP).  This includes determination that the proposed 
Project is consistent with historic preservation standards.  The City of San Diego, as 
lead agency, will provide a consistency memorandum to that effect consistent with 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) guidelines. 
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BACKGROUND 

Balboa Park is located immediately north of downtown San Diego and is surrounded by the 
communities of Golden Hill, North Park, Uptown, and Downtown.  Balboa Park is one of the 
City’s largest developed parks at 1,172 acres and is host to numerous recreational activities, 
cultural and educational institutions, and special events.  Over 12 million visitors come to 
Balboa Park each year to enjoy the diversity of activities the Park has to offer. 

Development, maintenance, and management of Balboa Park are governed by the BPMP, the 
CMPP, the East Mesa Precise Plan, and subsequent amendments to those documents.  The 
BPMP is a part of the City’s General Plan and implements land use policies for Balboa Park.   

The BPMP was adopted by City Council on July 25, 1989 (Resolution No. R-274090).  
Subsequent amendments to the BPMP have been adopted by City Council on December 9, 
1997 (R-289537); on May 4, 1998 (R-290039-1); on April 13, 2004 (R-299084-1); on 
September 21, 2004 (R299666); and on July 9, 2012 (R-307555-1).  The BPMP addresses the 
entirety of Balboa Park and provides general guidelines for development, maintenance, and 
management. 

The CMPP was adopted by City Council on October 20, 1992 (Resolution R-280920).  
Subsequent amendments to the CMPP have been adopted by City Council on May 4, 1998 (R-
290031-2); on March 19, 1992 (R-296206); on April 13, 2004 (R-299084-2); and on July 9, 
2012 (R-307555-2).  The CMPP addresses the central portion of Balboa Park in greater detail 
than does the BPMP. 

A large portion of Balboa Park’s Central Mesa is included in the federally designated National 
Historic Landmark District (NHLD).  As such, any improvements within the NHLD must 
meet the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.  Determination of 
compliance is made by the City of San Diego Historic Resources staff and the Historic 
Resources Board. 

The Natural History Museum (The NAT) is located in the East Prado area of the Park.  The 
building was originally constructed in 1933 and was expanded to the northeast 2001.  The 
current landscaping around the NAT was installed at the time of the building expansion.  The 
building is a contributing element to the NHLD. 

The CMPP speaks extensively to the landscape character of the Central Mesa and more 
specifically the NHLD.  Descriptions of the 1915 and 1935 Exposition landscape theme are 
described as lush and exotic.  More detail on this subject is provided under Discussion below. 
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DISCUSSION 

Project Description 

The NAT would like to expand educational opportunities outdoors into the landscape 
immediately surrounding the museum.  The landscaping would be replanted to highlight San 
Diego native drought tolerant plant materials as well as provide information on the plants 
and their many uses beyond simple landscaping.  Education would include how the plants 
contribute to the ecosystem, how they may have been used by Native Americans, medicinal 
uses, and water savings. 

New decomposed granite walkways would be provided to allow tours through the landscapes.  
The decomposed granite would provide a natural and permeable surface while remaining 
accessible.  Most of the walkways would be geometric in nature to be compatible with the 
formal design of Balboa Park.  The exception would be at the northeast corner of the 
museum where the walkway and gathering area would be more organically designed to be 
compatible with the existing pathway and seating area to the north. 

The landscaping around the museum would be organized into five sub-gardens: The Boulder 
Gathering Area, the Pollinator Garden, the Canopy Garden, the Seasonal Sensory Garden, and 
the North Shade Garden.  Each garden presents a different educational opportunity with its 
own plant palette. 

 The Boulder Gathering Area: this garden is located at the northeast corner of the 
museum.  The garden replaces rarely used turf and provides a gathering space for 
park users as well as an outdoor classroom.  The existing turf would be replaced with 
natural boulders, decomposed granite paving and customized benches to provide 
seating.  Benches would be made of natural stone and lumber, creating a more 
natural environment.  The gathering area would extend a decomposed granite path 
and landscaping to the north, connecting to the existing naturalized seating area 
created by balboa Park staff.  Existing trees in this area would be retained.  
Landscaping for the Boulder Gathering Area would extend to the existing planters 
located on the east side of the museum. 

 Pollinator Garden: this garden is located at the southwest corner of the museum 
along El Prado.  A new decomposed granite walkway would be provided to allow 
people to walk through the garden.  Additional bench seating would also be provided.  
Some of the existing turf in this area would be removed to allow for more drought 
tolerant planting while maintaining the more formal strips of turf along El Prado.  
The plant palette for this garden would feature flowering plants that are pollinated by 
and provide habitat to various birds and insects. 
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 Canopy Garden: there is a moderately sized Moreton Bay Fig tree located at the 
southwest corner of the museum as well as several Palm tree species.  The Moreton 
Bay Fig is the same species as the tree in the lawn area north of the museum and has 
a span of approximately 45-50 feet. To protect this tree, the garden will feature 
understory plantings only.  A new decomposed granite walkway would be provided on 
the south side, separating the garden from the turf area and allowing a closer view of 
the plants. 

 Seasonal Sensory Garden: the landscaping on the east side of the museum would be a 
seasonal sensory garden featuring plants to stimulate the senses.  Plants will have 
various colors, flowers, aromas, and textures.  These plants would be changed out on 
a seasonal basis, providing a changing experience.  A new decomposed granite 
walkway with a low concrete accent wall would be provided to allow people to enter 
the garden.  Existing trees would be retained. 

 North Shade Garden: the shade garden is located in the planter between the 
museum’s accessible entrance and the Moreton Bay Fig lawn to the north.  The small 
turf area would be removed and replaced with a small decomposed granite space with 
benches.  Plant materials in this garden would feature native plants that can tolerate 
shade.  Existing trees would be retained. 

The proposed GDP also includes a new seating space in the Moreton Bay Fig lawn 
immediately north of the museum’s entrance stairs.  The seating area would be paved in 
concrete to match the existing walkway and include four Prado wood and cast-iron benches 
per the CMPP.  The new pad would be approximately five feet wide by thirty-five feet long. 

A workshop was held with the Balboa Park Committee on August 2, 2021.  As a result of the 
workshop the following changes were incorporated into the current GDP: 

• A small turf area at the northwest corner of the building (Shade Garden) was 
eliminated and a seating area provided. 

• Milkweed was added to the plant palette for the Pollinator Garden. 
• Accessible benches were added to the Boulder Gathering Area. 

Analysis 

The CMPP has several references to the landscape theme of the 1915-16 and 1935-36 
Expositions as being lush and exotic.  The CMPP supports the lush and exotic appearance but 
recommends accomplishing that goal using drought tolerant plant materials. 

The Landscape goal of the CMPP (page 144) states; “Rehabilitate and modify the Central 
Mesa’s landscape in a manner which preserves its historic significance, accommodates a 
wide variety of public park activities and increases public enjoyment of the Park 
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environment.”  A proposed garden that provides educational opportunities and introduces a 
variety of plant materials would meet this goal. 

One of the planting guidelines of the CMPP (page 265) states; “Landscape planting should be 
designed to conserve as much water as possible.”  Planting guidelines also state: “Lawns 
that primarily serve a primarily decorative function in small areas such as a street median 
planting should be phased out and replaced with drought tolerant low shrubs or 
groundcover.”  The proposed GDP meets both guidelines by eliminating small patches of 
decorative turf and by providing a drought tolerant landscape. 

The planting guidelines of the CMPP recommend “Existing significant plants and trees 
should be protected and well cared for” (page 265).  The proposed GDP retains all existing 
trees and protects the Moreton Bay Fig at the southwest corner of the museum. 

The landscape guidelines provide additional direction on plant selection (page 273); “Plant 
materials that possess the following characteristics should be included in these areas: -
Exotic plant species that take full advantage of San Diego’s climate; - A lush, tropical 
appearance; - Plants that are particularly associated with San Diego or were popularized 
because of their appearance in the 1915 Exposition.”  Native San Diego plant materials take 
advantage of San Diego’s climate and are particularly associated with San Diego. 

The NAT proposes to provide and install all necessary improvements indicated on the 
proposed GDP.  The NAT would also provide long-term maintenance of the landscape and 
irrigation systems.  City staff would provide overall supervision of the landscaping and 
irrigation systems. 

Other Recommendations 

Historical Resources staff has reviewed the proposed GDP and found it to be consistent with 
preservation standards. 

Development Services Environmental staff has reviewed the proposed GDP and found it to be 
consistent with the Environmental Impact Report (EIR) prepared for the Balboa Park Master 
Plan and the Supplemental EIR prepared for the Central Mesa Precise Plan. 

On October 7, 2021 the Balboa Park Committee voted unanimously (9-0-0) advising the 
proposed GDP is consistent with the BPMP and CMPP and recommending approval of the 
proposed GDP. 

CONCLUSION 

The proposed GDP provides enhancements to the landscaping around the NAT that appear to 
be consistent with the goals of the BPMP and CMPP.  The GDP also supports the goals of the 
Natural History Museum by providing educational opportunities to the public. 
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THE CITY OF SAN DIEGO 

 

M  E  M  O  R  A  N  D  U  M 

 

 

 
DATE: September 10, 2021 

 

TO: Charles Daniels, Parks Planner, Parks and Recreation Department 

 

FROM: Suzanne Segur, Senior Planner, Historical Resources, Development Services 

Department 

 

SUBJECT: Natural History Museum General Development Plan 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
I am in receipt of your email dated September 9, 2021 requesting historic resources staff approval of a 

landscape improvement project at Balboa Park’s Natural History Museum, designated as Historical Resources 

Board (HRB) Site #1. I have reviewed the email and attachments consisting of improvement plans and a staff 

report to the Balboa Park Committee and have found the project to be in conformance with the U.S. Secretary 

of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation of a historic property. Specifically, the following scope of work has 

been reviewed and approved as consistent with the Standards: 

 

• New drought tolerant landscape organized into five new gardens 

• New decomposed granite walkways 

• Installation of new site furniture including planters and benches 

• New low site wall 

 

The September 9 email and related attachments will be included in the designation file, along with a copy of 

this memo, as a record of our review and approval. Please note that any and all changes to the project scope  

or any repair or modifications to the structure not anticipated and addressed in your submittal, will need to be 

reviewed and approved by our staff for consistency with the Standards prior to those changes or work being 

carried out.  

 

Please let me know if you have any questions. I can be reached at 619.236.6139 or by email at 

ssegur@sandiego.gov. Thank you. 

 

 

       

Suzanne Segur  

 

cc: Designation File for HRB Site #1 
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