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San Diego Local Agency Formation Commission
Atten: Michaela Peters, Project Manager

2550 Fifth Avenue, Suite 725

San Diego, CA 92103

Re: Draft Carlsbad-Encinitas Region Municipal Service Review
Dear Ms. Peters:

On April 14, 2026, the San Diego Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO)
provided notice that it was completing a Municipal Services Review (MSR) for the City of
Carlsbad (City). The Draft MSR made available by LAFCO on April 6, 2026 includes
several statements about the purported impacts of McClellan-Palomar Airport (Airport) on
the City that are misleading. The Airport is owned and operated by the County of San
Diego (County). The County is obligated as a condition of the receipt of Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) grant funds to oppose actions taken by other agencies that could
adversely impact Airport operations. (See, for example, FAA Grant Assurance Nos. 5 and
21.) As such, the County respectfully submits the below comments on the proposed MSR.

The MSR states at Section 4.1.10 that the airport influences “municipal resource
deployment — particularly public safety services — without corresponding governance
control.” It also states at Sections 4.1.10 and 4.2, among other places, that the Airport
“...generates measurable impacts on local traffic, noise, water utility, and public-safety
services without direct City control.” A comment on page 56 states that the City’s
excessive greenhouse gas emissions are attributable to “...McClellan Palomar Airport
and a comparatively large business park presence.” As a result of these claimed impacts,
it is suggested in the MSR that “...LAFCO should evaluate service and governance
conditions at the airport...including considering jurisdictional transfer, service agreement,
or other mechanisms to better align decision-making authority with impact responsibility.”
These statements misrepresent 1) the impact of the Airport on the community and
coordination of public safety services; 2) the extent of the City’s control over the Airport;
and 3) the value of a jurisdictional change.

1) No Unmitigated Impact of Airport on Community: On December 8, 2021, the County’s
Board of Supervisors approved a 20-year Master Plan for the Airport and Recertified
a Program Environmental Impact Report (PEIR). No challenge was brought to this
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action and the PEIR has become final. The PEIR addressed greenhouse gas
emissions, local traffic, noise, water utility, and public safety, among other potential
environmental impacts, from anticipated Airport development over the 20-year
planning cycle covered by the Master Plan. All Master Plan projects are contained
within the existing airport property boundary. All environmental impacts measurable
under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), to the extent there were any,
have been identified and will be mitigated to a less than significant level before they
arise. To suggest that the Airport generates measurable impacts on the community
and is a significant contributor to greenhouse gas emissions ignores the substantial
and meaningful CEQA review and mitigation implemented by the County.

Regarding service review, the City annexed the airport in 1978 so that it could provide
police, fire, and other services consistently throughout the City. (See, September 11,
1978, LAFCO Executive Officer Report on Annexation.) As a result of the annexation,
LAFCO determined that the City would receive a portion of general purpose revenue
in exchange for providing these services to the Airport. This number has substantially
increased over the years as facilities at the Airport have been modernized and
commercial facilities in the Airport owned industrial park developed. A Possessory
Interest Market Value Report prepared by the County dated June 6, 2025 identified
that the City would receive $1,618,398 a year in property taxes alone from Airport
operations. Over time, on-site emergency response resourcing has also increased.

Procedurally, McClellan-Palomar Airport’s on-site Aircraft Rescue and Firefighting
(ARFF) station provides the airport’s initial emergency response, ensuring trained
personnel and equipment arrive within minutes of an incident. Concurrently, the Air
Traffic Control Tower notification system has a direct connect with Fire Departments
of the surrounding communities, including Carlsbad, as well as Airport Operations
and Management. Palomar Airport’s ARFF contract meets the Federal Aviation
Administration’s (FAA) fire service requirement for current and recently proposed
airline operations occurring at the airport. Each year the airport is inspected by the
FAA to ensure compliance with safety standards. The airport also conducts a
mandatory, full-scale disaster drill that commercial service airports must conduct
every three years to test and validate their Airport Emergency Plan. It ensures
airport personnel and local first responders are fully prepared for actual, large-scale
aircraft emergencies. Palomar just completed this exercise last fall and met all FAA
requirements.

City Control Over Airport. It is also inaccurate to suggest that the City lacks
meaningful input or control over Airport development. On September 11, 1978, the
then LAFCO Executive Office recommended approval of the annexation of the Airport
into the City. As a condition of the annexation, the County obtained Conditional Use
Permit-172 (CUP-172) from the City. This use-permit placed limitations on the
development of the Airport without City consent, such as expanding the Airport’s
current property boundary, and allowed other uses, such as commercial air service
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and supporting facilities such as a terminal building, by right. The County continues
to operate the Airport in compliance with CUP-172. The County’s consent to the City’s
use permit process gave the City significant input over County land use at the Airport
that it otherwise cannot obtain from LAFCO. Government Code 56375(a)(6) makes it
clear that LAFCO may “...not impose any conditions that would directly regulate land
use density or intensity, property development, or subdivision requirements” as a
condition of an annexation.

Moreover, the County created the San Diego Palomar Airport Advisory Committee
(PAAC) to provide input to the County’s Board of Supervisors regarding development
at the Airport. (See, San Diego County Administrative Code 730, et seq.) In response
to City concerns about the Airport, the County amended the ordinances creating the
PAAC to guarantee two seats on the advisory committee for residents of the City and
to give the City the authority to nominate a member. (Admin. Code 731.) PAAC
meetings are also held in the City for the convenience of area residents. Additionally,
lessees seeking to develop space on the Airport to provide hangars, fuel, restaurant
services and other amenities essential to the operation of the Airport are required to
obtain building permits from the City. These and other measures give the City
substantial input into the development and use of the Airport. This input must,
however, be measured against the obligation under federal law to operate the Airport
for the benefit of civil aviation.

3) No Value in Jurisdictional Change. The Airport has been developed using FAA
grant funds and must be operated for the benefit of civil aviation. FAA Grant
Assurance No. 22.a. provides that the Airport owner must “...make the airport
available as an airport for public use on reasonable terms and without unjust
discrimination to all types, kinds and classes of aeronautical activities, including
commercial aeronautical activities offering services to the public at the airport.”
(Emphasis added.) The City continues to take action to prohibit commercial service
at the Airport. If the City were the Airport owner, these actions would violate federal
law and FAA grant conditions.

The County is required by Federal Grant Assurances to at all times have a current
Airport Layout Plan (ALP) for the Airport. As part of the ALP process, the County is
required to identify the design critical aircraft. The design critical aircraft is defined by
the FAA as the most demanding aircraft or composite aircraft with at least 500 annual
operations. The design critical aircraft for the Airport is the Gulfstream G650, an
aircraft with a D-lll classification. The County’s Airport facilities currently meet a lesser
B-Il standard. To improve safety for D-Ill aircraft, the County’s ALP identifies a
number of improvements, including adding an Emergency Materials Arresting System
to the end of the runway, shifting the runway north to provide wingtip separation
between planes on the runway and taxiway, and purchasing Runway Protection Zone
to protect people and property on the ground in the area immediately beyond the end
of runway. The City recently amended its Zoning Ordinance and General Plan to
prohibit these activities.
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The City’s Zoning Ordinance and General Plan amendments would have been illegal
if the City were the Airport owner because they significantly delay or prevent safety
improvements for the design critical aircraft. Specifically, these actions are contrary
to Grant Assurance Nos. 5 and 22. Moreover, the City has joined litigation with a
citizen’s group alleging that the Airport may not be used for other than General
Aviation and that this restriction prohibits commercial service by Part 121 carriers like
American and United at the Airport. Aside from the fact that this position is
inconsistent with the CUP-172 and likely preempted by federal law, it is wholly
inconsistent with federal grant assurances. In short, the City could not represent its
residents in the manner it currently does if it also owned the Airport.

There are only two commercial service airports in San Diego County: San Diego
International Airport (Lindbergh Field) and McClellan-Palomar Airport; both of these
airports are operated by an entity other than the City in which they are located. The
separation of responsibility for Airport operations from local City control allows the
airports to function as regional assets. McClellan-Palomar Airport not only serves as
a commercial service airport connecting airline passengers to domestic and
international destinations, but also provides positive economic impacts through jobs,
labor income, economic activity, and tax revenue, attracting tourism and local
business. Localized concerns over noise, traffic, and other impacts from airport
operations may be mitigated through partnership between the City and the operating
entity, to the extent legally and safely possible in accordance with FAA requirements.

These community concerns are extremely important to the County and we continue
to take measures to address them. As an example, the County maintains and recently
expanded its noise monitoring network around the Airport to measure and ensure
noise impacts are addressed should they arise. In addition, the County has twice
applied to the FAA for noise restrictions on aircraft operations. The FAA rejected the
County’s request for mandatory restrictions and established the current Voluntary
Noise Abatement Program (VNAP). While the VNAP is a voluntary program, the
County has established a robust program to inform pilots of the importance of
complying with the VNAP though posted notices, pilot education materials, and other
measures. The County has also established a noise complaint system and actively
investigates complaints. With the addition of noise monitors, increased resources for
the Airport’s Noise Office program, and dedicated staffing for the Palomar Airport
Advisory Committee, the County continues to actively listen to community concerns,
aiming to be a responsive, respectful neighbor.

The County hopes that these comments will help inform LAFCO’s MSR and
recommendations related to McClellan-Palomar Airport. Without the opportunity to
provide greater input and insight to the history and current operations of the Airport, the
County requests that LAFCO remove any recommendation from the MSR that the Airport
be owned by or subject to greater City oversight. The County also requests that the MSR
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be amended to reflect the significant voluntary actions the County has taken from
consenting to a CUP, forming the PAAC, and installation of noise monitors, among other
good-faith efforts, to ensure City and resident concerns are addressed. Lastly, the MSR
should fairly reflect that the impacts of the Airport on City residents have been studied in
the Master Plan and PEIR. No unmitigated CEQA impacts are attributable to the Airport.
Should LAFCO direct further analysis or implementation of recommendations related to
McClellan-Palomar Airport, the County would appreciate the opportunity to participate in
conversations to help inform any further recommendations for ownership and/or
oversight.

If you should have any questions or concerns about this response, please feel free to
contact me at Jamie.Abbott@sdcounty.ca.gov or (619) 318-7091.

Sincerely,

JAMIE L. ABBOTT, Director of Airports
Department of Public Works
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