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Airport site criteria being refined in hopes of whittling list

Some sites being considered for a new
regional airport might sound preposterous,
particularly those in far-flung East County
locales known for inclement weather.
Other locations may seem ideal, but are
already taken. Five sites being considered
are on military bases, including the cen-
trally located Miramar Marine Corps Air
Station, and can't even be studied until the
next round of base closures is announced
next year.

With Lindbergh Field's only runway ex-
pected to exceed capacity in less than a
decade, the San Diego County Regional
Airport Authority is searching for where
to build a new regional airport.

Nine sites, which are literally all over the
map, are under consideration, and a 10th
could be added to the list.

Airport authority officials, who must rec-
ommend a site to county voters by 2006,
swear there is a method to the madness
of selecting an airport site. They also say
ruling out a site, even an unpopular or
puzzling one, wouldn't be in the best long-
term interests of the county.

"When we remove a site, we don't want
to be considered shortsighted," said An-
gela Shafer-Payne, vice president of stra-
tegic planning for the airport authority.

Places that are seen as remote today could
be bustling hubs in two decades, officials
say, and building a new airport could be a

10- or 15-year process. Lindbergh Field
is expected to exceed its runway capac-
ity by 2012.

The airport authority board has plans to
discuss including more extensive eco-
nomic and environmental factors in their
analysis of possible airport sites. The board
could make recommendations on what
further study is needed as early as De-
cember, and the list of sites could be nar-
rowed by the spring, Shafer-Payne said
last week.

The public working group charged with
evaluating sites and making recommen-
dations to the nine-member board used
six criteria to rule out locations.

Those with significant terrain obstructions
or populations of more than 5,000 were
ruled out. Sites where more than 10,000
people would be in areas where noise from
the airport would exceed federal standards
were also ruled out. Also cut from the list
were sites that would affect more than
1,000 acres of coastal wetlands.

Any site that would require removing 100
million cubic yards of earth ---- the equiva-
lent of 20 million dump truck loads ----
were eliminated as well.

The Federal Aviation Administration rec-
ommends some 30 criteria for selecting a
site, Shafer-Payne said. The authority
started with broad categories in part be-
cause it couldn't agree on some narrower
criteria. For instance, ground access, a
category that includes everything from
how far the airport is from population
centers to how close it is to major public

transportation lines, was left off the origi-
nal list. The authority couldn't come to a
consensus on what a good benchmark
should be ---- just how far out is too far
out ---- because population and employ-
ment centers could change in the next two
decades.

Still, the site list has been whittled over
the last three years from 32 to nine. By
fall 2003, the authority had cut the num-
ber of potential sites to seven. Because of
the high number of military sites on the
list, a computer search was conducted to
see if there had been any overlooked sites.
After the search, sites in Borrego Springs
and Campo were added to the list.

The other sites under review are March
Air Reserve Base in Riverside County; two
sites at Miramar Marine Corps Air Station
in San Diego; Camp Pendleton, north of
Oceanside; North Island Naval Air Sta-
tion in Coronado; an unspecified location
in the Imperial County desert; and the
existing Lindbergh Field.

Earlier this month, the authority's board
asked for the working group to study a
location in the Cleveland National Forest,
known as the Corte Madera Valley site,
which is about 45 miles east of San Di-
ego and five miles south of Interstate 8.
It's unclear how long the study could take.

A number of residents and environmen-
talists have said Corte Madera would be a
horrible location for an airport.

David Hogan, who represents the San
Diego chapter of the Sierra Club and the
Center for Biological Diversity, said that
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too few environmental factors are being
considered.

"We recognize this is early in the site se-
lection process; even then, there are cri-
teria that should be addressed," Hogan
said. He feels that any site that would harm
a large number of ecosystems or further
threaten endangered species should be
eliminated.

Wildfires and urban sprawl have already
taken a large toll on wildlife and habitats
in the county, he said.

"(Putting) a 3,000-acre airport entirely in
a natural area would be like the final bullet
to the head. That's why Campo, Corte
Madera and Borrego Springs become a
concern," Hogan said.

He also said that there would be signifi-
cant environmental damage to Miramar if
a new airport were to be built there.

"Ultimately, it seems to many environmen-
talists that the whole notion of building a
new airport is grounded in the worst type
of boosterism," he said. He said that those
looking at negative economic ramifications
of not building a new airport should also
consider the positive economic ramifica-
tions of keeping natural areas natural.

Shafer-Payne said that further environ-
mental issues and weather will be scruti-
nized as the process goes on. East County
areas are prone to high winds and, in
places, snow. She said that the authority
is simply being thorough, not waiting out
the military base closings.

"We hear that often that if we were to
apply a second level of criteria we may
only be left with military sites. I would
dispute that contention. I'm not convinced
that would be the outcome," she said.

She agreed that there are overarching en-
vironmental issues at every site as well as
"ground access" issues. The authority will
also have to consider what other airports
will be doing. Orange County's airport also
faces crowding, as does Los Angeles In-
ternational, she said.


