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                                   July 1, 2008 
Subject: Mission Trails Regional Park Master Plan Updates 
 
Dear Task Force Members, 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the Mission Trails Regional Park Master Development 
Plan updates.  The Allied Climbers of San Diego (ACSD), a local climbers’ advocacy organization, is  
concerned about the CAC’s recent approval of language specifically limiting rock climbing within the 
park to one location only. 
 
ACSD is a 501(c)3 non-profit supporting and representing local climbers’ interests in all forms of rock 
climbing: traditional climbing, crack climbing, sport climbing, and bouldering. ACSD formed in mid-2007 to 
provide climbers a voice and to promote the responsible use and sound management of climbing resources 
by working in cooperation with climbers, other recreational users, public land managers and private land 
owners. We encourage an ethic of personal responsibility, self-regulation, strong conservation values and 
minimum impact practices among climbers. Currently, though ACSD formed a little over twelve months 
ago, we already have over 275 paying members, representing the interests of thousands of local climbers.  
 
Working towards a future in which climbing and access to climbing resources are viewed as legitimate, 
valued, and positive uses of the land ACSD advocates to federal, state and local legislators concerning public 
lands regulations; works closely with the Access Fund (a climbers’ national advocacy organization 
representing over 1.6 million climbers nationwide); works with federal and state land managers and other 
interest groups in planning and implementing public lands management and policy; provides funding for 
conservation and resource management projects; develops, produces and distributes climber education 
materials and programs. 
 
To find out more about ACSD & the Access Fund please visit our websites: 
http://www.alliedclimbers.org/ 
http://www.accessfund.org/ 
 
The Allied Climbers of San Diego understand the Park’s responsibility to balance Park user needs and 
the need to protect wildlife. But the Master Plan updates regarding climbing seek to create unnecessary 
and unjustified restrictions without verifiable scientific based data having been presented to the 
community to support a need for restrictions within Mission Trails Regional Park (MTRP). Furthermore, 
we believe that there has been insufficient public notification and involvement as part of this Master 
Plan Update process. 
 
When the park was originally formed its mission was to be an “urban community park” that provided 
City residents the opportunity for various “recreational” activities (hiking, camping, climbing, bird 
watching, exploring, archery, biking, etc).  As outlined in the MTRP Master Plan “As a key resource of 
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San Diego’s regional park system, it can both effectively meet the recreational needs of current and 
future generations and directly compliment the urban environment that attracts so many people to the 
region.” Unfortunately, it now appears there is a movement to turn more and more of the public’s 
community park into a preserve without the public’s knowledge and approval, and in the absence of a 
justified need supported by verifiable scientific based data. 
 
Many activities and development ideas outlined in the 1985 Master Plan have now been stricken by the 
plan updates. The Park belongs to the community and as such, we strongly feel it should be managed to 
accommodate the needs of the community. Maintaining existing closure restrictions and adding 
additional restrictions on the use of the Public’s Park is an unbalanced approach to managing an urban 
community park. The Park is meant mainly for people to experience and enjoy the outdoors, and should 
not become a closed wildlife preserve.  
 
Updates to Section VII Mission Gorge, page 11, state that the River Gorge sub-area is the “only area 
within the park where rock climbing is permitted.”  Additionally, on page 19, rock climbing has been 
further limited to the Western portion of Kwaay Paay.  This language unnecessarily excludes all other 
rock climbing opportunities within the Park. Limiting climbing in this way further reduces the balance 
of climbing resources available for climbers compared to those resources made available for other more 
intensive uses that take place throughout the park, such as mountain biking trails for mountain bikers.  
 
Well established existing pedestrian paths, dirt roads, and climbing areas are currently closed to the 
public supposedly to protect riparian habitat. After close review by professional environmental planners 
it is now apparent that some of these closed areas are well outside the riparian zone and not in conflict 
with responsible recreation use. Yet these areas were closed without any verifiable scientific based data 
having been provided to the public to justify their closure.  
 
Though, unnecessarily and without said data, it has been the policy of the park since 1999 to limit 
climbing to the main cliff along the climbers loop trail, it was never written into the park management 
plan. The head ranger had said in 1999 that the various closures could be reconsidered in the future, but 
now that will not be possible once the closures are made permanent in the Master Plan.  Figure 1 shows 
the location of all the climbing resources in the Park.  Figure 9 shows how limited climbing is compared 
to the many miles of trails used for other recreation.  MTRP contains the only climbing crags in the city. 
 
Climbing areas within the Park closed in 1999 without written or scientific justification include:  
1. The abandoned quarry within the SW boundary of the park (across the river from the BMX area), 
Figures 2-4 
2. Several boulders along the San Diego River, Figures 5 & 6 
3. The southern and east sides of Kwaay Paay Mountain, (north of Mission Gorge Rd) 
4. The southeast side of South Fortuna Peak (NW of Father Junipero Serra Rd) Figure 7 
5. The northwest side of Pyles Peak (south of Mission Gorge Rd.) Figure 8 
 
The quarry in particular is a valuable climbing resource, providing unique and challenging climbs not 
duplicated anywhere else in the park.  These climbs are from 35 to 70 feet long, the rock being more 
vertical, continuous, and with more holds and texture than the polished rock at the main cliff.  It faces 
SE whereas the main cliff faces west, so they are shady at different times of the day, providing a 
climbing opportunity when the main cliff is un-climbable.  The quarry is located only about 20 yards 
north from a maintained dirt road in the park so it requires no new trails.  The dirt road is lined with 
existing park installed fencing, allowing for effective management of the river habitat to the east (much 
like all other areas of the park where the San Diego River flows). The river riparian zone is located on 
the SE side of dirt road, so it is easily kept separate from the quarry. Since it is an abandoned quarry, the 
ground is already disturbed.  The quarry forms a manmade alcove cut into the hillside, so it is not part of 
the main wildlife corridor along the river. 
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At the MTRP CAC meeting in January, when ACSD presented its original comments, it was explained 
that the old 1985 Master Plan stated on Page 5: 
 
"To minimize visitor impact, rock climbing should be restricted to the eastern side of Mission Gorge." 
It is not clear what the planners intended by that in 1985.  They may not have even been aware of the 
climbing potential of areas like the old quarry; again, an already “disturbed” area – from blasting 
operations.  In fact, in general the park management was not fully knowledgeable about climbing until 
the 1998 San Diego climbing guidebook came out, until then preferring to treat climbing as an unofficial 
activity. 
 
It seems likely that the 1985 Plan may have only been differentiating between the two cliff-bands on 
each side of the central gorge, closing the one on the SE side of South Fortuna Peak, and leaving the 
main cliff open on the west side of Kwaay Paay Peak.  That interpretation means they did not say 
anything one way or the other about the south or east sides of Kwaay Paay Peak, the west side of Pyles 
Peak, or the bouldering all along the river, or the quarry. 
 
There is another small quarry on the eastern side of the gorge, about 100 yards SW of the river crossing 
below the visitors center, which would have remained open for climbing according to the 1985 plan, 
along with all of Kwaay Paay and Pyles Peaks.  So the 1985 planners seem to have not been planning to 
close access to the quarry(s).  In fact, at the time, a hiking trail in the riparian zone was still being 
planned. 
 
Regardless of what was intended by the 1985 Master Plan, the point of the new 2008 Master Plan is to 
improve upon the old plan.  It does not mean the new plan must become even more restrictive.  In cases 
where the impact is minimal, it will make a better Urban Community Park  if unnecessary restrictions 
can be removed.  Any area of the Park which is closed to the public needs a full justification, supported 
by verifiable scientific based data – not speculative conjecture, supported by subjectivism only. 
 
The park made an arbitrary decision to close 95% of the old use trails along the San Diego River, 
keeping open only the Padre Dam area, the grinding stones, and the river crossing below the visitor’s 
center.  Opening the quarry (an already developed climbing resource) would have no effect on the 
riparian habitat. It would cause very minimal impact to the riparian habitat to reopen the two boulders, 
affecting only another 5% of the river area. Reference Figures 5 & 6. 
 
It is likely that there are unstated reasons for the 1999 climbing restrictions, possibly due to liability 
fears.  Such fears are unfounded since all rock climbing is done 100% at the risk of the user. The 
California Recreation Use statute (Civil Code 846) provides that there is no liability to owners, 
especially public land managers, due to recreational use. The park and city have no legal liability.  
Climbing at the quarry and other crags is no more hazardous than climbing at the main cliff along the 
climbers loop trail, which remains open.   
 
Rock climbing is a passive, human powered, low-intensity, environmentally clean recreation activity 
that has not been justifiably linked to negative effects on sensitive resources or native habitat found 
specifically in these areas.  Rock climbing is enjoyed by many San Diegans and their families within 
MTRP as a way to experience the outdoors, hands-on! Limiting community use in this way only serves 
to further distance families from “their environment”, not re-connect them and their children with their 
natural world. 
 
As previously noted, absent verifiable scientific based data being formally presented to justify 
restrictions on rock climbing within MTRP, we request that the Master Plan be reworded so as not to 
specifically preclude climbing at locations within the park. Further, absent said data that the old “quarry 
climbing area” be reopened and officially recognized as a rock climbing area within the Park for all to 
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enjoy. The road to the climbing quarry could remain a low use dead end, since it is not planned to be 
part of the San Diego River Trail. 
 
The climbing community has worked with MTRP for many years on joint projects. Our most recent 
event took place just this last January and was a great success, bringing volunteers and families together 
to give back to their community park. That same community stands ready to assist MTRP with both the 
funding and expertise necessary to make opening up previously closed areas more than just a possibility.  
 
ACSD and the rock climbing community disagree with the MTRP CAC updates for the Mission Gorge 
section IIV.  Please vote to remove restrictions on climbing from the Master Plan.  (See p VII-4 and VII-
7 of the Plan).  Respectfully, our specific requests are the following: 
 

1. Strike out the sentence “This is the only area in the Park where rock climbing is permitted” 
within section VII page 4. 

2. Strike out the sentence “Rock climbing should be restricted to the designated area on the west 
facing side of Kwaay Paay” within section VII page 7. 

3. Modify the sentence in section VII page 3 “Other informal activities include hiking, nature study, 
rock climbing and mountain biking.” to include uses originally outlined in the 1985 Master plan 
which include “exploring and playing.” Revised sentence to read “Other informal activities 
include hiking, playing, nature study, exploring, rock climbing, and mountain biking.” 

 
This last request may seem innocuous, but its implications are significant. Playing and exploring are 
fundamental to the human spirit and must be fostered within our communities and especially within our 
children’s minds. Rock climbing is a family activity, it is a playful activity, and it is a rewarding activity. 
It is an environmentally friendly activity that allows humans to engage in their natural world, hands-on! 
And it is this hands-on element that is increasingly found missing in children’s activities when visiting 
nature. As Richard Louv suggests, strongly recommends, in his best seller, Last Child In The Woods, 
Saving Our Children From Nature Deficit Disorder, hands-on play when engaging nature is what 
society needs—it is what adults and children alike are missing, its increasing absence due to un-based 
fears of damaging our natural world is fundamentally responsible for many of society’s current ills. 
 
If communities continue to miss out on this important aspect of experiencing nature, nature will 
eventually miss out. For we can not ensure future generations will responsibly enjoy recreation on our 
public lands if we continue to close them off to people. We surely cannot continue to foster citizens who 
love and wish to protect nature unless we continue to protect responsible public access rights to the 
public’s lands. ACSD feels it is vitally important to protect our natural world at large, and the integrity 
of nature within MTRP, while at the same time being vitally important to maintain access to rock 
climbing that is not having a negative effect on this natural world, or the state of nature within MTRP. 
 
Therefore, we respectfully request that the Task Force follow our recommendations, ensuring access to 
climbing by the responsible climbing community for their continued use and enjoyment. 
 
On behalf of the Members of the Allied Climbers of San Diego 
Representing Rock Climbers in San Diego County 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 

Jeff Brown 
Executive Director 
Allied Climbers of San Diego, Inc. 
www.alliedclimbers.org 
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Figure 1.  Overview of All Climbing areas in MTRP.  Only the Main Cliff along the climbers loop trail 
is open. 
 

 
Figure 2. View looking south past Climbing Quarry 
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Figure 3.  View of old Quarry with Climbing Routes, showing afternoon shade on sheer face.  Quarry is 
recessed in an alcove blasted into the hillside, away from the riparian wildlife corridor along the river. 
Visible is an existing access road, fenced to prohibit access from the access road into the riparian area. 
 

 
Figure 4.  Climbing Quarry viewed from across the river, showing disturbed area.  Climbing routes all 
face left and are barely visible. Superior mine is at upper left and BMX area is at lower left. 
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Figure 5.  View of Boulder near river across from climbers loop trailhead 
 
 

 
Figure 6.  View of Boulder just 40 feet from road, ¼ mile upstream from climbers loop trailhead 
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Figure 7.  Southeast Face of South Fortuna Peak. 
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Figure 8.  Aerial view of northwest side of Pyles Pk 
 

 
Figure 9.  Map of Park Trails, showing the one climbing trail, vs. many trails for other uses. 


