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Revitalization Easing Its Way Into  
North Park 
 

Real Estate: Blend of Commercial and Residential Brings New Era to Old Neighborhood
 

By PAT BRODERICK 
SAN DIEGO BUSINESS JOURNAL STAFF 
North Park could evolve into “one of the best 
communities” in San Diego, according to one 
local developer, while another predicts that the 
mere presence of a Starbucks is a sure sign of 
bullish times ahead.  

“Five years ago, when I was on the Main Street 
board, we wanted a Starbucks,” said Peter 
Dennehy, senior vice president of the Sullivan 
Group Real Estate Advisors in San Diego, who 
has been active in the North Park Planning 
Group. “It was pretty hard to convince them to come to a community if there are 
no signs of public/private investment. In Downtown, the CCDC (Centre City 
Development Corp.) has funds to do improvements, and to promote Downtown. 
We had nothing like that in North Park. We had to have the developers do it.”  

 
San Diego artist Harmon Nelson 
designed the distinctive sign that 
welcomes one and all to North Park.

North Park came into being in 1896, and became a suburb in 1913. It is bounded 
on the south by Balboa Park, on the west by Florida Street, on the north by El 
Cajon Boulevard and on the east by Interstate 805.  

A major catalyst to North Park’s renaissance was the renovation of the venerable 
North Park Theatre, formally dedicated in October. A landmark since 1928, and 
once again a live-performance venue, the $12 million rehab included an expansion, 
retail and office space, a new entrance and marquee.  

The momentum is continuing with new construction, projects about to break 
ground, and those that have just been completed.  

“I think the community has always had good bones,” said Allard Jansen, a 
principal in the Solana Beach-based Allard Jansen Architects, the architect and 



developer of Hamilton Row, a new multi-unit row home project on Hamilton 
Street.  

“People are wondering why it hasn’t taken off sooner, but its time is now. If you 
drive through North Park these days, there is so much under construction — 
residential and mixed-use projects.”  

Sherm Harmer, co-founder of the San Diego-based Urban Housing Partners, Inc., a 
redevelopment firm specializing in urban mixed-use projects, views the 
redevelopment in North Park “in the embryo stage.”  

Among the projects he is involved with in North Park these days is the $62 million 
La Boheme, a development of Western Pacific Housing, an affiliate of D.R. 
Horton, Inc. The 224-residential condo project is south of Lincoln Avenue between 
30th and Ohio streets and includes 15,600 square feet of ground-level commercial 
space.  

With prices ranging from the high $200,000s to the mid-$500,000s, some 45 of the 
residential units will be available for moderate-income households.  

“It’s been three years in the making,” said Harmer. “The community asked us to 
make this a catalyst project to kick off redevelopment.”  

Community Clout  

North Park residents seem to have some clout when it comes to what happens on 
their turf.  

 “We work closely with the established community groups early in the process, as 
projects are considered, so by the time the project is presented for approval, the 
community preferences are incorporated to the largest degree possible,” said Tom 
Romstad, project manager for the San Diego Redevelopment Agency.  

This harmonious relationship between the public and private sectors also has a 
financial advantage, he said.  

“Between the land costs in San Diego and the cost of construction materials, 
financing these projects is a real challenge,” said Romstad. “We feel like this 
demonstrates the role of the redevelopment agency in partnership with the private 
sector to tip the balance and produce affordable housing and remove blighted 



conditions. It encourages the private sector to move forward. They would not go 
forward, but for the assistance of the city and the redevelopment agency.”  

Architect and developer Jansen described his experience building in the 
community as “really very easy.”  

“There was no trouble with the community,” he said. “We understood what the 
community wanted, which is why the project went as smoothly as it did.”  

Tom Carter, general partner of Carter Reese & Associates, which just opened its 
newest urban townhome project at Renaissance North Park on 30th Street, between 
El Cajon Boulevard and Meade Avenue, also is bullish on the area.  

“We are very excited about what’s happening on 30th Street,” he said. “We expect 
to see a great revitalization in North Park. I think it’s going to be one of the best 
communities in San Diego.”  

Having said that, however, Carter still would like to see the city ease the arduous 
process that so many builders go through in San Diego.  

“The redevelopment agency and Tom are very good to work with,” he said. “But I 
think the city has too many regulations. I hope that Mayor (Jerry) Sanders takes a 
look at the process we go through. There are too many rules.”  

San Diego City Councilwoman Toni Atkins, who represents North Park in the 3rd 
District, also gives high marks to the public/private partnering.  

“We love the way the housing development is coming along,” said Atkins. “We are 
not forcing density in areas where there isn’t support. North Park is doing it the 
right way. There is a lot of involvement by community groups.”  

But for the businesses, she said, there is an upside and a downside.  

“We waited a long time to make improvements, having the resources to do the 
development,” she said. “We are always looking to preserve existing businesses. I 
think that the area is very sensitive to keeping the presence of businesses that have 
been in North Park all along, in addition to attracting new business.” 

San Diego City Councilwoman Toni Atkins, who represents North Park in the 3rd 
District, also gives high marks to the public/private partnering.  



But, on the downside, the businesses sometime pay a price for a revitalized 
environment, Atkins observed.  

“The fact that the area is coming up so well, it’s increasing rents,” she said. “We 
can’t control that, especially the commercial rents to businesses. They worked so 
long to improve the area, then end up seeing increases in their rents.”  

North Park Pioneers  

This hasn’t seemed to dampen the entrepreneurial spirit of some new business 
owners in the community.  

Kate Ross, a former resident of North Park, has opened a new clothing store at 
3013 University Ave., called Kate Ross, geared to the 18- to 45-year-old market.  

“I love this area, and there wasn’t anywhere around here to shop for the clothes I 
wanted to buy,” said Ross, who now lives in nearby Talmadge. “With all the 
redevelopment and changes, there were going to be quite a few of us, and I wanted 
to be the first to have an upscale clothing store.”  

But even though she’s a retailing pioneer in the area, Ross said that she is 
confident that the La Boheme condo dwellers will provide a steady source of 
revenue.  

“With condos of that caliber, the people who live there are my kind of clients,” she 
said.  

Bud Fischer, owner of Trilogy Real Estate Management, Inc. in San Diego, whose 
properties include the North Park Theatre and parking garage, considers the 
community “on the fringe from a retail standpoint.”  

“I went through this Downtown,” he recalled. “It takes a little time. With the 
redevelopment up there, all the housing going in, the demand for retail will be 
stronger than in the past. I think it will get better in the next year, as housing comes 
into play. Shops need customers.”  

A return to smaller, independent shops is a key to the redevelopment of older 
neighborhoods like North Park, said Jeannie Tidy, the new executive director of 
North Park Main Street, a private nonprofit charged with the revitalization of the 
North Park Business Improvement District.  



“When people try to make their downtowns like malls, it’s the biggest mistake they 
can make,” she said. “It doesn’t mean you can’t have good high-end retail. The 
new thinking in retail is to go to a smaller store that is more upscale. It’s extremely 
interesting and is totaling changing retail. It’s not just big box anymore.”  

It’s all a matter of balance, said Jansen. 


