


PURPOSE 

On behalf of the American Institute of Architects, a professional body of architects and              

designers and leaders in the community, our Agenda is to: 

● Identify a broad set of best practices for policy, planning, and design to            

influence the priorities of the incoming administration with the ultimate goal of           

addressing the City’s needs for housing, neighborhood vitality, sustainability,        

equitability, and quality design.

ABOUT US 

Strength in Numbers 

The American Institute of Architects (AIA) in San Diego County - AIA San Diego and               

AIA Palomar, representing North County San Diego - together represent 1,000           

professionals in the region. We are part of a greater network of AIA California architect               

members, representing more than 11,000 professionals, and an even broader national           

network of the American Institute of Architects comprising more than 95,000 members. 

A Well-established Institution 

Since its founding in 1928, AIA San Diego has been a leading voice and advocate for                

design excellence, effective planning, sustainability, design-education, professional       

development, civic leadership, and public engagement. 

Passionate Professionals Committed to Communities 

AIA San Diego’s Urban Design Committee serves as an advocacy group, evaluating            

legislative initiatives and public and private investments with the goals of promoting            

livability, spatial equity, and environmental stewardship. 

Citizen Architects 

As Citizen Architects, we are committed to using our skills, training, and experience to              

contribute meaningfully to the improvement of the community and human condition.           

We seek to stay informed on local, state, and federal issues, and make time for service to 
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the community. We advocate for higher living standards, the creation of a sustainable             

environment, and greater quality of life. We also seek to advocate for the broader              

purposes of architecture through civic activism, by gaining appointment to boards and            

commissions, and through elective office at all levels of government. 

THE CONVERSATION 

Now more than ever​, AIA San Diego is here to serve as a resource to YOU and your                  

campaign as you seek office during these unprecedented times. To this end, the Urban              

Design Committee of the San Diego Chapter of the American Institute of Architects             

hosted a series of conversations through the course of 2019 and 2020 with mayoral              

candidates Gloria, Bry and Sherman to discuss how each might address the needs and              

priorities for housing, neighborhoods, and sustainability. 

AIA San Diego has identified the following focus areas, most of which were identified at               

the previous mayoral candidate forums and will continue to be pressing issues in the              

years to come. 

1. Innovative Approaches to Comprehensive Planning

Q. What new (or ‘upcycled’) approaches might be implemented to enact a more holistic

and robust approach to urban design and planning?

Planning for the future of the City is a critical responsibility of the Mayor, yet the                

planning function is not as robust as it once was, or could be. The City has adopted plans                  

and policies that provide guidance for how we will grow as a city, all of which are                 

directed toward maintaining and improving the quality of life for city residents. Too             

often, implementation has occurred on a project-by-project basis when a holistic,           

comprehensive approach would be more effective. 

Several “new,” innovative approaches come to mind, particularly the position of ​the            

City Architect ​and the role of the ​civic innovation lab ​(see also ​A City Think               

Tank ​at the end of this document); both of which were previously official functions of               

the City of San Diego, albeit short-lived. These approaches are undergoing a renaissance             

and being (re)implemented now in cities across the nation such as Santa Monica, San              

Antonio, and Austin. 
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The importance of quality design, especially the design of the public realm, cannot be              

undervalued. Architects are problem solvers, and cities which place design          

professionals in leadership positions across various departments are rewarded with a           

more vibrant and compelling built environment time and time again. 

The City’s ​Planning Director ​also serves an integral role in implementing new            

approaches and strategies within the confines of City Hall and beyond. If and when a               

new planning director is hired, he or she should espouse the virtues of comprehensive,              

sustainable planning in order to shape a great city’ He or she should approach the job                

as a pragmatic visionary, empowered to implement the big ideas that must be done as               

single projects to be effective This recruitment is an important decision in the path              

toward a vibrant future for our fair city. 

2. An Assessment of Community Planning

Q. What elements of community planning might be changed or improved in 2021?

In the mid-1960s, responding to the defeat of the City’s General Plan at the polls, Ted                

(​Dr. Seuss ​) Geisel submitted a cartoon which asked the question “​Onward to Where?​”.             

The historic ramification was a greater emphasis on public participation, including the            

newly formed community planning groups. It’s been more than half a century since the              

early days of community planning/engagement and the process has experienced          

victories, along with bureaucratic pitfalls, begging the question - ​where are we            

now...what’s working and what’s not?  

While we recognize that community input continues to be essential to local land use and               

transportation decisions, many groups across the spectrum agree that it is time for a              

reform of our system. Now is the time to review and refine the policies and processes                

which govern San Diego’s community planning groups, to make them both more            

representative of the areas they serve, more diverse, accountable and also more efficient             

by ​incorporating planning and design expertise into the process​.  

San Diego remains one of the few major metropolitan areas without a formal design              

review process. We propose that a re-examination of the existing planning and            

permitting process consider the incorporation of design professionals - either in the           

form of a review board or otherwise. For further analysis of potential modifications to              

the Community Planning Group structure and implementation of ​a Design Review           

Board ​in the City of San Diego, AIA San Diego encourages candidates to refer to a white                 

paper entitled, ‘​Design Review in San Diego,​’ published by AIA architects, Megan Groth             

and Heather Ruszczyk - ​Attachment A​. The primary intent of this paper is to facilitate               

further conversation on the community planning process, to highlight why this  
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topic is relevant and important to San Diego and to leave room for dialogue regarding               

the ‘how’ for implementation.  

3. Facing Housing Challenges

Q. Arguably, one of the biggest issues facing California today, how can we address

housing affordability in our region, city, and communities?

Housing is a fundamental human need, yet the process of designing and producing             

new housing seems a bit backwards. Policymakers first establish minimal standards           

and then set city- or county-wide ratios or unit counts based on arbitrary round              

numbers, without considering actual site context and conditions. Then, design          

professionals are thought of as merely the implementers and expected to somehow            

make generalized standards and abstractions fit into reality. Instead, because of their            

expertise and capacity for visioning, ​architects and urban designers should be           

front and center ​, studying land use options and advising on policy that involves all              

aspects of city making. Situational thinking makes great cities, especially when           

architects can craft creative typological and lifestyle-based solutions to make densely           

urbanized areas more livable. If architects can be positioned as partners with policy             

makers and generate novel situation- and performance-based housing solutions up          

front, economic models can be tested against real contexts, and the requisite            

environmentally responsive policies can be meaningfully integrated. New design,         

production, and construction strategies might start to emerge through leadership by           

architects.
1

4. Planning for Equity, Diversity and Inclusion

Q. Can urban design be an ally in the fight for equity, diversity, and inclusion?

The pandemic has highlighted institutional inequities through its devastating effects in           

minority and lower income populations and communities. The protests following the           

murder of George Floyd, which followed many other instances of unjustified treatment            

against people of color, have forced many to recognize our/their own implicit biases             

and micro-aggressions. 

What if we were to evaluate all urban planning decisions through the prism of how they                

would affect the least advantaged residents, “providing more choices to those who have             

1 Ric Abramson, FAIA​ http://arccadigest.org/housing-what-to-look-for-an-arcca-digest-digest​/ 
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few, if any choices.”? The philosophy of ‘​equity planning​’ represented a major shift             
2

in a profession that had long been focused on technical problems like zoning and road               

design. Equity planning can also be a path to stimulate economic growth. 

The Just City Lab ​, a project out of Harvard’s Graduate School of Design, prompts us to                

envision a scenario in which the issues of race, income, education and unemployment             

inequality, and the resulting segregation, isolation and fear, could be addressed by            

planning and designing for greater access, agency, ownership, beauty, diversity or           

empowerment. Our cities, neighborhoods and public spaces could thrive using a           

value-based approach to urban stabilization, revitalization and transformation. If we          

were to take a more intentional, scientific approach to assigning metrics to ​measure             

design's impact on justice ​, could we use those findings to deploy interventions that             

minimize conditions of injustice? 

5. Design for  Sustainability

Q. How can we design for sustainability while advancing equity?

Sustainable development has become the mantra of the environmental movement, but           

it also can help spur development that meets the economic, health, and transportation             

needs of low-income communities. San Diego should harness sustainability to meet the            

needs of all of its neighborhoods, including low-income neighborhoods, while          

promoting new development. 

Planning for sustainability should incorporate ​the framework for design         

excellence ​to organize our thinking, facilitate conversations and set meaningful goals           

and targets for climate action. The Framework provides high impact strategies and            

resources for each of ten measures including integration, community, ecology, water,           

economy energy, wellness, resources, change, and discovery. More information can be           

found in ​Attachment B ​. 

6. Lessons Learned from a Pandemic

Q. How might the new COVID reality affect development patterns; what will the city

look and feel like in the next ten years?

Our city, our county, state, and nation are facing a crisis in housing, social services,               

infrastructure and climate change. The coronavirus pandemic exacerbates these issues          

by the shortfall in health services, social needs fulfillment and the elemental need for              

2 Norman Krumholz is credited with bringing a new agenda of equity planning to City Hall in Cleveland in 1969 
(​https://www.shareable.net/bringing-equity-to-the-forefront-of-urban-planning/​) 
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human contact. If and when the pandemic is under control and we return to “normal”               

routines, the current issues will still be with us, along with new lessons learned and               

new issues to tackle. The pandemic has raised new questions about future development             

patterns - ​Will there be a reactionary rethinking of density? Will desire for greater              

separation lead to less compact development? Will working remotely remain the           

norm and who/what will fill the empty commercial office space? Will the demise of              

brick-and-mortar retail continue and who/what will fill empty ground floor spaces?           

Will there be opportunities for redevelopment of a significant portion of commercial            

spaces? 

7. A City Think Tank for Workable Solutions

Q. How might a new administration address the many vexing questions posed herein?

An interdepartmental think tank could be established to explore key issues with ​a             

strategic approach ​. "​Temporary Paradise? ​" - the 1974 document funded by the           

Marston family to look at the "special landscape" of the San Diego region - offered a                

four-point approach for examining San Diego's future. Nearly fifty years later, it still             

offers a useful roadmap for the decade ahead: ​1. Assess the region's environmental             

quality; 2. Analyze the process by which the region has been shaped over time; 3.               

Imagine how the region might look in the middle range (50-year) future; 4. Prepare              

task-oriented studies to deal with urgent city and regional necessities. 

CONCLUSION 

Connecting the Threads 

These efforts should be integrated with other initiatives to produce a comprehensive            

action plan for the next decade. They include such things as homelessness and             

affordable housing, transportation, habitat protection, social equity, economic growth,         

binational cooperation, historic preservation, cultural enrichment and sports and         

recreational opportunities. 

Kevin Lynch, co-author with Donald Appleyard of ‘​Temporary Paradise?​,’ described          

how we should be thinking as ‘City Design,’ that is, the standards or ideals that urban                

form should achieve and the reasons for doing so. City Design is not just about the                

physical arrangement of things to satisfy today’s needs but it also has to do with               

fundamental human values and rights: justice, freedom, control, learning, access,          

dignity, and creativity. ​“City Design is not the reproduction of environments in the             
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image of the present order but it really is about what should be and what could be.” 

Architects have the creativity, technical skills and insight to help San Diego become 

the most compelling vision of the future city. 

___________________________________________________________
Special thanks to Michael Stepner, FAIA and Roger Showley for their input and 
involvement in drafting this document. 
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