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Alcohol License Policies and Issues in Pacific Beach 
 

A Report from the  

Alcohol License Review Committee 

A Subcommittee of the Pacific Beach Planning Group 

February 23, 2011 

 

Executive Summary of Findings  

 

1. There is rising community concern over the number of alcohol-licensed businesses in 

Pacific Beach, the trend for more and more restaurants to function like bars, the high 

alcohol-related and general crime, the high number of DUIs, and other negative impacts 

to public safety, to the community and to residentsô quality of life. 

 

2. There is general agreement over wanting new good restaurants in Pacific Beach to be 

able to get alcohol licenses and be successful, as long as they remain good restaurants and 

do not function like bars and create negative impacts.  However, under current alcohol 

license policies, the community has no control over the granting of restaurant alcohol 

licenses and it cannot prevent restaurants from functioning like bars. 

 

3. Four census tracts in Pacific Beach are over-concentrated with alcohol licenses. The 

highest over-concentration is in the western-central census tract, which has 64 licenses 

where only 10 should be allowed (by state regulations based on population).  These 

alcohol li censes comprise 44 restaurants, 9 bars and 11 stores.  In 2008, this census tract 

had alcohol-related crime that was 19 times the city average; and general crime that was 

4.5 times the city average.  In 2010, the alcohol-related crime was 18 times the city 

average and the general crime was 5 times the city average. 

 

4. In Pacific Beach, the six census tracts with alcohol licenses all have high alcohol-related 

crime and most have high general crime.  The two census tracts without alcohol licenses 

have very low crime. 

 

5. A significant body of research supports an association between the number and density of 

businesses that sell/serve alcohol within a community and the incidence and type of 

crime in that community.  These studies indicate the more alcohol licenses you have, 

whether they are restaurants, bars or stores, the more crime you have.   

 

6. ABC makes the decision to grant new alcohol licenses and relax license conditions - and 

the community has no control. For example: 

a. If a restaurant gets a new license, with conditions to keep it from functioning like 

a bar, these conditions can subsequently be removed or relaxed with no public 

notice and no local control.  

b. Many existing restaurant licenses have no conditions, and ABC regulations allow 

them to function like bars and serve primarily alcohol until 2:00 am every night.   

c. Licenses can be freely sold or transferred to different operators with different 

business models.  This means that a license issued to a true restaurant, can be sold 

to a new owner who can choose to operate the restaurant like a bar. 
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7. Under current alcohol license policies, cities do have the ability to refuse new bar and 

store licenses in over-concentrated, high crime locations.  But ABC is the sole decision 

maker for everything else, such as, all new restaurants; new bars and stores in under-

concentrated areas; and all modifications to existing licenses.   

 

8. Current alcohol license policies allow: 1) communities to become over-concentrated with 

alcohol-licenses, 2) restaurants to function like bars; and 3) licenses to be modified in 

ways that increase negative impacts.  There is no limit to the number of alcohol licenses 

that can be granted, even in areas of high crime and over-concentration.  Current alcohol 

license policies do not protect communities from negative impacts such as high crime and 

DUI and damage to the business district and to residentsô quality of life.   

 

9. Even when a new license is protested by the police and denied by the local ABC, it may 

still be issued.  Within the last year, an ABC judge granted a new restaurant alcohol 

license in Pacific Beachôs most over-concentrated and high crime area, over the 

objections of both the local ABC and SDPD. 

 

10. Pacific Beach is fortunate to have many good restaurants that are true assets to the 

community and do not cause negative impacts.  However, over the last 20 years, some 

good restaurants in Pacific Beach have been replaced by restaurants that function like 

bars (e.g., serve mainly alcohol from 10 pm to 2 am, offer beer pong, have cheap drink 

specials, etc.).  In addition, bars and restaurants have been continually allowed to modify 

their operations so that they serve more and ñharderò alcohol, to more people, later into 

the night.  This evolution of alcohol license operations has led to high crime and high 

DUI (about 600 DUIs per year). 

 

11. ABC and SDPD enforcement alone cannot solve these problems.  Despite tremendous 

SDPD resources being spent in Pacific Beach, the crime and DUI remain unacceptably 

high.  ABC does not have sufficient resources or regulations to stop these negative 

impacts.   

 

12. Current alcohol license policies are deficient, do not provide adequate local control, and 

will continue to result in additional new licenses and condition modifications that are 

likely to increase crime and other negative impacts in Pacific Beach.  

 

13. The mission statement of the Alcohol License Review Committee (ALRC) cannot be 

fulfilled under current alcohol license policies because:  

a. The ALRC cannot ñsupport new or transferred alcohol licenses with appropriate 

conditions for desirable businessesò because it cannot be assured that these 

conditions will actually be imposed or will stay in place, due to the ABC having 

sole authority over the imposition and modification of license conditions. 

b. The ALRC cannot ñreview all proposed modifications to conditions on existing 

alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach and make recommendations to minimize 

negative impactsò because there is little or no public notice of the applications for 

such modifications and because ABC has sole authority over condition 

modifications.  

 



Draft ALRC Report, February 23, 2011 ï page 5 

 

14. Reductions in crime and subsequent improvement in public perception of Pacific Beach 

as a safe place to live and visit will benefit both residents and businesses.  Therefore, it is 

in the best interest of all facets of the community to work together to achieve solutions to 

these problems. 

 

15. Other communities, such as Fullerton, Oxnard, Ventura and Vallejo, have faced these 

same issues and have successfully addressed them through a land-use policy - a 

conditional use permit (CUP) - that establishes local control over where and how new 

alcohol-licensed businesses can operate.  For example, a CUP allows conditions to be 

imposed that prevent new restaurants from acting like bars and that ensure the best 

business practices to mitigate negative impacts.  Existing alcohol-licensed businesses are 

ñgrandfathered inò with a deemed-approved ordinance (DAO), but if they commit serious 

violations they may be required to come under the CUP. 

 

16. Ventura policies include a CUP, a DAO, and also a dedicated police officer to monitor, 

enforce and work with alcohol-licensed businesses to ensure best business practices. This 

officer is funded with a sliding-scale fee paid by these businesses. As a result of these 

policies, Ventura has experienced a 62% drop in arrests at alcohol businesses; a 42% 

drop in calls for service related to alcohol businesses; and a 31% drop in DUI related 

crashes. 

   

17. Local control of alcohol li censes and improved enforcement at alcohol-licensed 

businesses will be necessary to reduce crime and DUI in Pacific Beach.  Local control 

will allow new restaurants to get licenses and ensure they operate with conditions that 

will minimize negative impacts.  These objectives can be accomplished by the city 

creating new ordinances similar to Venturaôs (CUP, DAO and funding for a dedicated 

police officer) and applying them to the Pacific Beach over-lay zone.   Community 

feedback at a community presentation of this report was overwhelmingly in favor of 

pursuing these new policies. These new ordinances would need to be approved by the 

San Diego City Council. 
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Alcohol License Policies and Issues in Pacific Beach 

 

A Report from the  

Alcohol License Review Committee 

A Subcommittee of the Pacific Beach Planning Group 

February 23, 2011 

 

Introduction  and Background 

 

The Pacific Beach Planning Group (PBPG) is tasked with carrying out the Pacific Beach 

Community Plan, adopted in 1995.  The PBPG is a city-recognized and -regulated board made 

up of 20 elected members: 5 commercial and 15 residential (representing all census tracts).  

Members are elected by residents in the census tracts they represent or by owners of businesses 

or commercial property in Pacific Beach.  

  

Pacific Beach is primarily a residential community with 88% of its land area devoted to 

residential development.  However, commercial land use in Pacific Beach is a vital component to 

maintaining a vibrant and desirable residential community.  The PB Community Plan Vision 

(page 3) states, ñAs the community develops over the next twenty years, it will strive to reconcile 

the duality of its roles as a visitor destination and a residential community.ò  The PB Community 

Plan strives to balance the commercial and residential sectors of Pacific Beach for the mutual 

benefit of residents and businesses.   

 

In recent years, there has been increasing community concern over issues and impacts related to 

businesses that sell and serve alcohol.  Appendix 1 provides a timeline of alcohol license issues 

and developments in Pacific Beach since 2003, parts of which are summarized in the body of this 

report.  Many people in the community have wondered and asked: 

¶ Why are there so many bars in Pacific Beach?  

¶ Doesnôt the ABC limit the number of alcohol licenses in a community? 

¶ How many alcohol licenses are there in Pacific Beach? 

¶ Is alcohol-related crime greater in Pacific Beach than in other communities? 

¶ Why does it seem there are more alcohol licenses each year? 

¶ Isnôt there a way to allow more good restaurants and reduce the number of bars? 

¶ How can the police manage all the problems related to too many bars? 

 

The PBPG currently reviews and advises the city on alcohol licenses applications for stores, 

because the city requires them to obtain a land-use permit, called a Conditional Use Permit 

(CUP), in order to operate.  But there is no such CUP for restaurant and bar alcohol licenses, 

which are left to the discretion of the state department of Alcoholic Beverage Control (ABC).  

However, some community planning groups, such as City Heights, College Area and Linda 

Vista, do review and advise on all alcohol license applications in their communities.  Due to all 

of the above, the PBPG has long had an interest in alcohol license policies and issues in Pacific 

Beach. 
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Why and How the ALRC Was Formed 

 

A full and detailed timeline of the process of forming the ALRC is provided in Appendix 1 and 

summarized as follows.  

 

In 2008, the San Diego Police Department (SDPD) Vice sergeant suggested that alcohol license 

applicants go to the Pacific Beach Town Council (PBTC) board to garner community support.  

At that time, the PBPG began discussions about a forming a subcommittee to review all alcohol 

license applications, since it was already reviewing CUPs for new store alcohol licenses in the 

community.  In 2009, after several months of meetings and conversations with city officials and 

other community groups, the PBPG established a subcommittee, the Alcohol License Review 

Committee (ALRC), to research the issues and to review applications for alcohol licenses in 

Pacific Beach.  The proposed mission statement was presented to the PBPG, Council Member 

Kevin Faulconer, and to representatives from the PBTC and Discover Pacific Beach (DPB, 

business improvement district), all of whom expressed support for this statement:  

 

ALRC Mission Statement 

 

The mission of the PBPG Alcohol License Review Committee is to advise the San Diego Police 

Department, the city, and the state ABC on all applications for new, transferred or modified 

alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach in an effort to reduce negative impacts of alcohol licenses in 

Pacific Beach while supporting desirable businesses that enhance the community. To fulfill its 

mission, this committee seeks to 1) Support new or transferred alcohol licenses with appropriate 

conditions for desirable businesses; and 2) Review all proposed modifications to conditions on 

existing alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach and make recommendations to minimize negative 

impacts. 

 

In order to achieve broad community involvement, the subcommittee was to designed to have 2 

representatives from the PBTC, 2 from DPB, and 5 members of the PBPG, with final decisions 

made by the full PBPG board (as per City Council Policy 600-24 that requires a majority of 

subcommittee members to be on the PBPG and for final decisions to be made by the PBPG).   

   

In November of 2009, the ALRC subcommittee began its monthly, public meetings.  The PBTC 

sent 2 representatives and participated fully, but DPB did not send any representatives.  In order 

to lay the groundwork for an objective, criteria-based review process, initial meetings were 

dedicated to researching current alcohol license policies and conditions in the community, 

including having speakers from state ABC and SDPD Vice Department.  This initial task proved 

to be far more complicated and time consuming than anticipated.   

 

In June, 2010, a Community Presentation based on this report was held and community feedback 

gathered (all of which is included in this report).  After a year of researching and analyzing 

alcohol license policies and community conditions in Pacific Beach, the ALRC is providing this 

complete report of its findings, conclusions and recommendations.   
 
Nothing in this report is intended to be anti-business or intended to blame any particular business 

or business type for community issues related to alcohol. The intention of this report is to 

provide the information and statistics gathered, to facilitate a more complete understanding of 

alcohol license policies and the issues faced by the Pacific Beach community, to describe 
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solutions used by other communities faced with similar alcohol-related issues, and to provide a 

foundation for future efforts to address these issues in Pacific Beach. 

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Timeline of Alcohol License Issues and Developments in Pacific Beach 

 

In order to establish context and understand what has transpired in the community in recent 

years, a timeline was constructed.  The full timeline is contained in Appendix 1, but excerpts are 

presented in the body of this report.   

 

Pacific Beach clearly has a history of alcohol license issues and alcohol-related negative impacts 

on the community, as is evidenced below. 

 

¶ September, 2003  - ñCops try to dry PBéò  San Diego Union Tribune (SDUT) article 

reported that the San Diego Police Department (SDPD) had been protesting all new licenses 

in Pacific Beach for 5-1/2 years due the communityôs high rate of alcohol crime and not 

wanting to add ña drop to the bucket thatôs already full.ò  The Pacific Beach Town Council 

(PBTC) devoted two general meetings to the issue.  At the end of the second meeting, PBTC 

members voted in favor of allowing new licenses for restaurants, but not for bars.   

 

¶ October, 2005 - At a forum with 14 candidates for Council District 2, all candidates 

acknowledged alcohol-related problems as the most serious issues facing Pacific Beach. 

 

¶ 2007 - Council Member Kevin Faulconer convened the Beach Alcohol Task Force (BATF), 

with appointed members representing commercial and residential interests in Pacific Beach, 

Mission Beach and Ocean Beach.  BATF met for nine months, spent at least two meetings on 

alcohol license issues and developed a list of recommendations that did not include any 

changes in alcohol license policy.  

  

¶ March 2008 - SDUT article revealed that the police recently blocked 41 of 84 license 

applications because according to Police Chief Lansdowne, ñthe department doesnôt have 

enough officers to handle the potential problems alcohol can create.ò  After conferring with 

city officials, including Mayor Sanders, Lansdowne withdrew the protest of 40 licenses, but 

recommended conditions on all new restaurant licenses to ensure that they remain a 

restaurant and do not morph into a bar or nightclub and become a source of alcohol-related 

crimes. ñ(ABC Director Jennifer) Hill  said itôs unlikely that any new licenses would be 

issued in Pacific Beach or Mission Beach, which are permeated with bars and drain police 

resources. 

 

¶ July, 2008 - SDPD Vice Sgt. Howard LaBore presented at a Pacific Beach Town Council 

(PBTC) general meeting a list of all existing alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach census tracts, 

the number of new licenses pending and the number of licenses ñallowedò by state 

guidelines.  Sgt. LaBore suggested that applicants for alcohol licenses should go to the PBTC 

to get community support. 
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Figure 1. Alcohol Licenses and Alcohol Crime in Pacific Beach Census Tracts (2009)
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Table 1. Pacific Beach Census Tracts ï Alcohol Licenses and Crime Data for 2008 
 

Pacific Beach 

Census Tract 

Alcohol Licenses
1
 License Types

2
 Alcohol-related Crime

3 

 

Crimes % of City Census

 Tract Average 

General Crime
4
 

 

Crimes % of City Census

 Tract Average 

DUI
5 

(In 2009) 

79.01 

Garnet, Mission 

64 Total 

(10 Allowed) 

 

9 Bars 

44 Restaurants 

11 Stores 

 

 

1176   1916% 

 

 

 

1203  450%  

   

 

 

 

80.01 

Turquoise, Cass 

20 Total 

(13 Allowed) 

3 Bars 

9 Restaurants 

8 Stores 

 

 

104  169% 

 

190  71%  

   

 

79.04 

Garnet 

18 Total 

(11 Allowed) 

2 Bars 

12 Restaurants 

4 Stores 

 

230  375%                                     

 

397  148%  

   

 

79.03 

Garnet 

11 Total 

(8 Allowed) 

6 Restaurants 

5 Stores 

211  344% 302  113%  

   

 

78.00 

Eastern 

10 Total 

(11 Allowed)  

2 Bars 

4 Restaurants 

4 Stores 

195  318% 412  154%   

77.00 

Crown Point 

5 Total 

(13 Allowed) 

1 Bar 

2 Restaurants 

2 Stores 

 

269  438% 

 

343  128%  

 

80.02  North-central None  11  18% 62  23%   

83.01  Northeast None  2  3%   

Combined PB 

Census Tracts 

79.01, 80.01, 

79.04, 79.03, 

78.00, 77.00 

 

128 Total 

(66 Allowed) 

 

17 Bars 

77 Restaurants 

34 Stores 

 

   

591 

 

(in  92109 

zip code) 
1
 Data provided by SDPD Vice Sgt. Howard LaBore, July, 2008.  Licenses ñallowedò is per state regulations (ABC Act, section 23816). 

2
 Data provided by SDPD Vice Sgt. Howard LaBore, July, 2008.   

3
 Data from Joe Dalton, Crime Analyst, SDPD.  Alcohol-related crime includes DUI, drunk in public, alcoholïrelated disorderly conduct, open container, minors in 

possession, and other alcohol-related violations.   
4
 Data from Joe Dalton, Crime Analyst, SDPD.  General crime is FBI Crime Parts 1 and 2, including murder, rape, robbery, assault, burglary and motor vehicle theft. 

5
 DUI in 2009. Data from http://arjis.org. DUI data is for all of zip code 92109 (Pacific Beach and Mission Beach). 
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Current Conditions in Pacific Beach 

A glossary of alcohol license-related terms is contained in Appendix 3. 

 

Over-Concentration of Alcohol Licenses 

A census tract is considered to be over-concentrated with alcohol licenses when the number of 

alcohol licenses exceeds state regulations based on population (ABC Act, sections 23816 and 

23958.4).  For bar and restaurant licenses, that regulation stipulates no more than 1 license per 

2,000 residents.  When a census tract has a higher ratio than this, it is deemed over-concentrated.  

The ABC and SDPD consider over-concentration when reviewing alcohol license applications, 

but licenses can still be issued in over-concentrated areas. 

 

The maps in Figure 1 were created with alcohol license data from the ABC website (abc.ca.gov) 

and alcohol crime data from the Automated Regional Justice Information System (ARJIS) 

website (arjis.org).  The first map shows the eight census tracts in PB and the location of alcohol 

licenses within them.   On this map, the more red the color, the more concentrated the licenses.   

 

Table 1 was created from SDPD data and shows the quantity and types of alcohol licenses in 

each census tract and how many are allowed by state regulations based on population. Four 

census tracts in PB are over-concentrated, which means there are more alcohol licenses than 

allowed by state guidelines.  Two census tracts have alcohol licenses but are not over-

concentrated.  Two census tracts in northern and northeastern PB do not have any alcohol 

licenses.   

 

Census tract 79.01, the western-central business district, is the most highly over-concentrated, 

with 64 licenses where only 10 licenses should be allowed.  This census tract has 9 bars, 44 

restaurants and 11 stores that sell or serve alcohol.   

 

The northern business area in census tract 80.01 has 20 licenses (3 bars, 9 restaurants, 8 stores) 

where only 13 should be allowed.  Two census tracts (79.03 and 79.04) meet in the middle of 

Garnet Avenue.  The former has 11 licenses where 8 are allowed, and the latter has 18 licenses 

where 11 are allowed. 

 

Overall, the community of Pacific Beach has 17 bars, 77 restaurants, and 34 stores for a total of 

128 alcohol licenses where only 66 are allowed by state regulations.   

 

While state regulations call for no more than one alcohol license per 2,000 residents, Pacific 

Beach has one alcohol license for every 326 residents (based on a population of 41,752, from 

www.sandag.org). 

 

High Crime 

A census tract is considered to have high crime when the number of crimes is 120% or more of 

the city-wide census tract average (ABC Act, section 23958.4).  The ABC and SDPD consider 

high crime when reviewing alcohol license applications, but licenses can still be issued in high 

crime areas. 

 

Table 1 includes 2008 SDPD crime data for each PB census tract, showing the number of crimes 

and the percent of city-wide census tract average for both alcohol-related crime and general 

crime.  Alcohol-related crime includes DUI, drunk in public, alcoholïrelated disorderly conduct, 
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open container, minors in possession, and other alcohol-related violations.  General crime 

includes murder, rape, robbery, assault and motor vehicle theft.   

 

In 2008, all Pacific Beach census tracts with alcohol licenses had high alcohol-related crime, and 

most had high general crime.  Census tract 79.01 (western-central business district) has the most 

alcohol licenses and the highest crime, with alcohol-related crime at 1916% of the city-wide 

average, and general crime at 450% of the city-wide average.  Census tracts 79.03 and 79.04 

(Garnet Avenue), which are also over-concentrated with alcohol licenses, had high alcohol crime 

(344% and 375%) and high general crime (113% and 148%).   

 

Census tract 80.01, which includes the northern business area, is over-concentrated with alcohol 

licenses, had high alcohol crime (169%), but low general crime (71%). This finding suggests that 

the number of alcohol licenses is not the sole determinate of crime, but that other factors, such as 

business models and operations, and patron attitudes and level of drinking, may also influence 

crime (Treno et al., 2008). The two census tracts with no alcohol licenses had very low crime. 

 

The second map in Figure 1 provides a graphic representation of the level of alcohol-related 

crime in each census tract.  In this map, the more red the color, the more alcohol crime.  

Comparing the two maps in Figure 1, it is apparent that the areas with higher concentrations of 

alcohol licenses tend to have higher crime. 

 

Comparison of Crime 2008 to 2010 

Tables 2 and 3 provide a comparison of crime data for each census tract over the years 2008, 

2009 and 2010.   Crime statistics are fairly consistent over these years.  Alcohol-related crime in 

census tract 79.01 ranges from 1746% to 1916% of the city-wide average, and general crime in 

that census tract ranges from 450% to 509% of the city-wide average.  There appears to be a 

general correlation between the number of alcohol licenses and the incidence of crime.  Census 

tracts with alcohol licenses tend to have high alcohol and general crime, while the census tracts 

without alcohol licenses have low crime. 

 

Connection between Alcohol Outlets and Crime 
 

A significant body of research supports an association between the number and density of 

alcohol outlets (businesses that sell/serve alcohol) within a community and the incidence and 

type of crime in that community.  These studies indicate the more alcohol licenses you have, 

whether they are restaurants, bars or stores, the more crime you have.   

¶ The more stores, bars and restaurants selling alcohol, the more crime and violent assaults. 

(Zhu et al, 2004; Alaniz et al, 1998) 

¶ The more alcohol-serving restaurants and bars, the more violent crime (Gorman et al, 2001; 

Scribner et al, 1995) 

¶ The more bars, the more severe assaults/violence. (Lipton & Gruenewald, 2002) 

¶ The more alcohol-serving restaurants, the more DUIs and traffic crashes. (Gruenewald et al, 

2002) 

¶ The more bars, the more pedestrian injuries (LaScala et al, 2001) 
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Table 2.  Alcohol-related Crime in Pacific Beach by Census Tract and Year* 
 

 2008 2009 2010 
 

Census 

Tract  

# of 

Alcohol 

Licenses 

(2008) 

 

# Alcohol 

Crimes       

 

% of City                   

Census 

Tract 

Average 

# Alcohol 

Crimes       

 

% of City            

Census 

Tract 

Average 

# Alcohol 

Crimes       

 

% of City            

Census 

Tract 

Average 

 

79.01 64 1176 1916% 1083 1746% 1116 1807% 

80.01 20 104 169% 85 137% 81 131% 

79.04 18 230 375% 227 366% 229 371% 

79.03 11 211 344% 191 308% 208 337% 

78.00 10 195 318% 202 326% 211 342% 

77.00 5 269 438% 260 419% 237 384% 

80.02 None 11 18% 16 26% 29 47% 

83.01 None 2 3% 10 16% 8 13% 

* Crime statistics and alcohol license data obtained from SDPD Vice. Alcohol crime includes DUI, drunk in public, 

alcoholïrelated disorderly conduct, open container, minors in possession, and other alcohol-related violations.   

 

 

Table 3.  GENERAL  Crime in Pacific Beach by Census Tract and Year* 
 

 2008 2009 2010 
 

Census 

Tract  

# of 

Alcohol 

Licenses 

(2008) 

# Crimes     

(General) 

% of City                

Census 

Tract 

Average 

# Crimes       

(General) 

% of City          

Census 

Tract 

Average 

# Crimes       

(General) 

% of City         

Census 

Tract 

Average 

 

79.01 64 1203 450% 1254 509% 1226 501% 

80.01 20 190 71% 287 117% 264 108% 

79.04 18 397 148% 420 171% 416 170% 

79.03 11 302 113% 392 159% 398 163% 

78.00 10 412 154% 413 168% 457 187% 

77.00 5 343 128% 349 142% 337 138% 

80.02 None 62 23% 69 28% 79 32% 

83.01 None   62 25% 66 27% 

* Crime statistics and alcohol license data obtained from SDPD Vice. General crime is FBI Parts 1 and 2 and 

includes murder, rape, robbery, assault, burglary and motor vehicle theft. 
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Over-Service of Alcoholic Beverages 

 

Most alcohol servers in San Diego County receive training in responsible beverage service 

(RBS), which is designed to prevent service to minors, and over-service of alcoholic beverages 

and potential over-intoxication of customers.  The ABC has this to say about its own RBS 

training program: ñA coalition including representatives from non-profit agencies, the hospitality 

industry, education and ABC have begun the work of updating (RBS) training standards that can 

help reduce alcohol-related injuries and deaths in the State of California.ò 

(http://www.abc.ca.gov/programs/RBS.html, 2011).  

 

In 2009, John Clapp, et al. of San Diego State University published a study of 839 patrons (428 

men, 411 women); average age 24.7 years, attending 30 local bars and restaurants that ñcatered 

to young adults.ò  Although not reported in the published article, many of the bars and 

restaurants studied were located in Pacific Beach.  Seventy-two percent (72%) of participants 

reported drinking prior to going to the bar or restaurant and their average blood alcohol was half 

the legal (driving) limit upon entry.  Pseudo-patrons were used to assess over-serving.  Over 90% 

of servers sold excessive amounts of alcohol to pseudo-patrons in short periods of time: 2 Long 

Island Ice Teas, 1 beer and 1 shot of vodka (equivalent to 8 shots of liquor) in less than 50 

minutes.   

 

This studyôs findings indicate that current RBS training is not effective in preventing over-

service of alcohol.  In addition, patrons who have been drinking prior to going to a bar or 

restaurant may also increase the likelihood of over-service.  Treno et al. (2008) found that higher 

peak drinking levels were associated with greater hostility and aggression.  Therefore, the 

prevalence of over-service may be leading to more patrons who are highly intoxicated and more 

likely to commit crimes.   
 

Visitor Population and Crime 
 

Some people have suggested that the high crime in Pacific Beach is due to the high number of 

visitors to the community.  However, millions of people visit the San Diego Zoo and Sea World 

each year, yet these attractions do not have high crime.  La Jolla is another local community that 

attracts millions of visitors each year.  In 2010, the La Jolla business district (census tract 82.00), 

with its many bars, restaurants and active nightlife, had alcohol and general crime that were 

118% and 132% of the city-wide average, respectively.  In that same year, the Pacific Beach 

business district (census tract 79.01) had alcohol and general crime that were 1807% and 501% 

of the city-wide average, respectively.  These comparisons indicate that a high number of visitors 

does not necessarily result in high crime.  Other factors, such as business models and operations 

and visitor attitudes and intoxication levels may be influencing the incidence of crime (Treno et 

al., 2008). 
 

Driving Under Influence (DUI)  

 

Driving under the influence (DUI) is a well documented and studied crime. It is unique in that it 

is virtually never reported as a crime unless there is an accident or a stop and arrest. In Pacific 

Beach (zip code 92109), DUI arrests typically number approximately 600 each year.  In 2009, 

there were 591 DUIs in Pacific Beach and a total 3714 DUIs in all of San Diego (SDPD crime 

http://www.abc.ca.gov/programs/RBS.html
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statistics).  This means that Pacific Beach, with just 4% of the cityôs population, is generating 

about 17% of the cityôs DUIs.  Pacific Beach has 4 times as many DUIs per year as the 

community with the next highest DUIs, East Village, which has about 150 DUIs per year (SDPD 

crime statistics).  In 2007, SDPD Lt. Brian Ahearn reported that 73% of the people arrested for 

DUIs in Pacific Beach did not live in Pacific Beach.  Since 2005, DUIs in Pacific Beach have 

resulted in at least 6 deaths and numerous serious injuries (from observation). 

  

DUI Checkpoint Arrests - Figure 2 reflects the number of DUI checkpoint arrests from 2000 to 

2007 in Pacific Beach and in nearby cities (data from www.arjis.org).  DUI arrests at Pacific 

Beach checkpoints far exceed those occurring in nearby cities. 

 

DUIs by Time of Day - Figure 3 shows DUI arrests in Pacific Beach (zip code 92109) by time 

of day for November 2008 through October 2009 (data from www.arjis.org).  Most DUI arrests 

occurred between the hours of 11:00 pm and 6:00 am.  There were 629 DUIs during that 12-

month period. 

 

DUIs by Month of the Year - Figure 4 shows the number of DUI arrests in Pacific Beach (zip 

code 92109) each month from November 2008 through October 2009 (data from www.arjis.org).  

All months show significant numbers of DUIs, with November and May being the highest. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  DUI checkpoint arrests from 2000 to 2007 in Pacific Beach (red) and in nearby 

cities (blue).  (from www.pbspirits.com)   
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Figure 3.  DUI arrests in Pacific Beach (zip code 92109) by time of day for November 2008 

through October 2009. (data from www.arjis.org) 

 

 

 
Figure 4.  DUI arrests in Pacific Beach (zip code 92109) by month for November 2008 

through October 2009. (Data from www.arjis.org) 
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DUI statistics from California Office of Transportation Safety: 

Information on DUIs (2008) obtained from the California Office of Traffic Safety website 

(http://www.ots.ca.gov/Media_and_Research/Rankings/default.asp ) indicates that among the 13 

largest California cities, with data adjusted for vehicle miles driven, San Diego ranked  

¶ #1 for drivers between 21 and 34 that had been drinking 

¶ #2 for alcohol-involved vehicle fatalities and injuries 

¶ #4 for drivers under 21 that had been drinking  

(The 13 largest cities were Los Angeles, San Diego, San Jose, San Francisco, Fresno, Long 

Beach, Sacramento, Oakland, Santa Ana, Anaheim, Bakersfield, Riverside, and Stockton)  

 

Given that Pacific Beach DUIs comprise about 17% of all San Diego DUIs, and are far greater 

than in any other San Diego community, it becomes apparent that Pacific Beach DUIs may be 

large factor contributing to San Diegoôs high state-wide DUI rankings. 

 

Insurance.com DUI Survey: 

A recent study by the insurance information website, Insurance.com, was reported by Channel 10 

News on September 27, 2010 (http://www.10news.com/news/25186201/detail.html).  The study 

was based on information reported by users seeking auto insurance premium quotes over the last 

three years, and its findings included:  

 

¶ ñSan Diego has the highest percentage of drivers with alcohol-related driving violations 

among the nationôs 20 largest citiesò 

¶ Three other California cities were on the list ð San Jose was second, Los Angeles 

seventh and San Francisco eighth. 

¶ ñThough factors such as proximity to colleges or popular urban night-life centers might 

affect a cityôs level of alcohol-related violations, strict law enforcement also could play a 

key role, the study notes.ò  

In recent years, SDPD has devoted considerable resources to DUI enforcement in Pacific Beach, 

via DUI checkpoints and ñsaturation patrolsò, where extra officers in vehicles are deployed in the 

community during anticipated high DUI times.  This high level of enforcement may contribute to 

this surveyôs finding that San Diego has a high percentage of drivers with DUIs.  However, San 

Diegoôs rank as the #2 city in California for DUI fatalities and injuries, confirms that San 

Diegoôs high number of DUIs is not merely due to high enforcement. 

Place of Last Drink (POLD) Survey 

 

The POLD Survey is a voluntary and anonymous questionnaire completed by DUI offenders 

(North Coastal Prevention Coalition, 2008).  The survey is given to people who are attending a 

safe driver education program after being arrested for DUI.  Questions include location of last 

drink, how much they had to drink, and how long they drank.   

 

Recent POLD Survey results (Responsible Hospitality Coalition, 2010) show: 

¶ For the last six months of 2009, 53% of the DUIs in Pacific Beach reported their last 

drink was at a bar or restaurant; and 73.3% of the DUIs in Pacific Beach were committed 

by people did not live in Pacific Beach. 

http://www.ots.ca.gov/Media_and_Research/Rankings/default.asp
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/losang.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/sandiego.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/sanjose2.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/sanfran.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/fresno-county-population.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/longbch.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/longbch.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/sacram.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/oakland-california.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/santana.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/anaheim.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/kern-county-population.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/riversi1.html
http://www.beachcalifornia.com/stockton.html
http://www.10news.com/news/25186201/detail.html
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¶ For the 1
st
 quarter of 2010, 111 drunk drivers named Pacific Beach bars and restaurants 

as where they got their last drink: 77 were restaurants (69%); and 34 were bars (31%). 

 

Effect of High Crime on Communities 

 

A community that is known for high crime rates may be perceived as dangerous.  According to 

an article in The Police Chief magazine (Harkins & Whitcomb, Jan, 2010), ñwhen a 

neighborhood is perceived to be dangerous, businesses will suffer, property values will plummet, 

and the local economy will decline.ò  This article also reports that fear of crime influences 

people to limit where they go and what they do (especially with children), and this degrades their 

quality of life.   

 

Even though the high crime in Pacific Beach is concentrated around certain business areas, and 

the residential areas tend to have low crime, the image of Pacific Beach as having high crime is 

being perpetuated.  For example, Lew Breeze, a local realtor, ranked 33 San Diego 

neighborhoods on violent crime from 2002 to 2008 and displayed the results on his website, 

http://sandiegodowntown.info/crime2.html.  Pacific Beach ranked the worst (most violent crime) 

of 33 neighborhoods for the years 2005 to 2008.  From 2002 to 2004, Pacific Beach ranked 

second and third worst of 33 neighborhoods.  This type of information is likely to discourage 

some prospective residents, especially families with children. 
 

Noise associated with some alcohol-licensed establishments and late night noise generated by 

inebriated bar/restaurant patrons walking through residential neighborhoods to get to their cars 

can have serious negative impacts on residentsô quality of life.  Some Pacific Beach residents 

have chosen to move away rather than tolerate being awakened at 2:00 am by loud drunks.  

These drunks are also known to commit acts of vandalism, littering, public urination and other 

such crimes that are rarely reported but may make life miserable for residents.  Thus, the real and 

perceived high crime in Pacific Beach may reduce the communityôs attractiveness to current and 

prospective residents.   

 

The changing face of the Pacific Beach business district in recent years may be a result of 

increasing crime and the current high crime, which affects its attractiveness to businesses and 

customers.  Over the years, many good community-serving retail businesses, such as Seeôs 

Candy, Walker Scotts (department store), Susanôs Toys, and The Highlander (menôs clothing) 

have left the community.  At the same time, the number of tattoo parlors and smoke shops has 

steadily increased.  Thus, the real and perceived high crime in Pacific Beach may reduce the 

communityôs attractiveness to retail businesses and customers.   

 

ABC Enforcement  

 

ABC enforcement is complaint driven and is constrained by staffing and budgets. According to 

local ABC official Melissa Beach, the ABC has 4 field officers to cover 3,500 licenses in San 

Diego County. That translates into 875 alcohol licenses per investigative officer. This situation 

creates an unfair and unrealistic burden on community members to monitor establishments for 

over-serving and other violations, and it means that not many ABC complaints are likely to be 

made.    Also, many alcohol-related negative effects and crimes occur after a patron has left an 



Draft ALRC Report, February 23, 2011 ï page 19 

 

alcohol establishment.  Crimes or calls for service to the police do not get passed on to the ABC 

as complaints.  Even an assault or stabbing related to an establishment, with a police response, 

doesnôt generate a complaint to ABC unless a citizen actually files an ABC complaint.  All of 

these factors mean that the ABC is unlikely to get many complaints, and this makes ABC 

enforcement unlikely as well.   

 

Analysis of alcohol license records on the ABC website (www.abc.ca.gov) shows that from 2002 

to 2010, ABC issued 27 citations to alcohol-licensed establishments in Pacific Beach.  Given the 

number of alcohol-selling businesses in Pacific Beach (128), this rate of enforcement action is 

equivalent to 1 citation per 42 years of establishment operations. 

 

SDPD Enforcement  

 

SDPD enforcement is also constrained by staffing and budgets.  SDPD devotes tremendous 

resources to Pacific Beach.  Extra beat officers, such as the Beach Team, are often assigned to 

patrol the business district at night.  Officers on bikes, on foot and in cars can be seen cruising 

down Garnet Avenue at night.  Saturation patrols, which include extra officers from the County 

Sheriffô department and other nearby cities, are conducted regularly to catch drunk drivers.  

Regular DUI checkpoints are conducted as well.  In August of 2009, SDPD even used a 30-foot 

tall mobile observation tower at the corner of Garnet Avenue and Bayard Street.  The community 

is certainly grateful for these extraordinary police efforts, yet crime is remains high in certain 

business areas in Pacific Beach. 

 

SDPD Vice works with the Hospitality Task Force (HTF, a subcommittee of DPB) which is 

made up of representatives from some of the alcohol-licensed establishments in Pacific Beach.  

There has been an emphasis on servers being trained in responsible beverage service.  SDPD 

Vice conducts undercover operations to detect serving to minors and over-serving.  However, the 

Clapp study (2009), which included many Pacific Beach establishments, found that over-service 

is prevalent, despite RBS training.  The HTF has a Community Covenant, signed by some bars 

and restaurants, that is designed to encourage better business practices and to reduce negative 

impacts on the community.  In 2010, however, the HTF amended the covenant to relax its stance 

on prohibiting cheap drink specials. 

 

Many alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach have no conditions.  But some do have conditions, such 

as restrictions on hours of serving alcohol, no alcohol service on a sidewalk patio, no live 

entertainment or amplified music, and maintaining a specified food to alcohol sales ratio.  

License conditions are not available on the ABC website but are supposedly held with the license 

at each establishment.  SDPD Vice does not maintain a data base of conditions for all licenses.  

Thus, license conditions may not be readily known to SDPD officers and are certainly not easily 

known by the public.  Vice is responsible for all communities and many crime types besides 

alcohol license-related violations.  In addition, SDPD Vice turnover is high ï there have been 9 

different Vice Sergeants in the last 8 years. These combined factors may result in inadequate 

enforcement of alcohol license conditions.   

 

Recent reductions in SDPD staffing city-wide and the likelihood of further cuts, may result in 

less police enforcement in Pacific Beach.  Under these conditions and considering the 

http://www.abc.ca.gov/


Draft ALRC Report, February 23, 2011 ï page 20 

 

extensive4enforcement efforts already used in Pacific Beach, it is clear that enforcement alone 

cannot mitigate the high crime and other alcohol-related negative impacts in Pacific Beach. 

 

ABC Policies 

 

ABC Mission Statement: The mission of the Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control is to 

administer the provisions of the Alcoholic Beverage Control Act in a manner that fosters and 

protects the health, safety, welfare, and economic well being of the people of the State. 

 

The ABC website (abc.ca.gov) displays several statements regarding its mission, basic principle, 

and vision.  These statements emphasize the ABCôs commitment to work in cooperation with 

local communities, to protect the health and safety of the people, and to operate with impartiality 

and with the highest degree of concern for the people of the state.   Despite this expressed intent, 

ABC policies have been unable to protect public health, safety and welfare in Pacific Beach. 

 

ABC policy is governed by state law (ABC Act, California Business and Professions Code, 

sections 23000-23047).  For the purposes of this report, ABC alcohol license policy was 

determined from state law, the ABC website (abc.ca.gov), ABC Director Jennifer Hillôs 

responses to a list of questions posed by the ALRC (Appendix 4), conversations with ABC 

officials, and through research into the history of ABC decisions made in Pacific Beach.  

 

ABC policies are best understood in the context of the process for reviewing and making 

decisions on alcohol license applications.  A summary of ABC policies and process is given 

below. 

 

In 1994, the State legislature passed the Callard bill, which allows cities to have some control 

over the number of bars and stores (but not restaurants) selling alcohol in areas of high crime or 

over-concentration (Ventura County Limits, 2005).  In those areas, the city is given the authority 

to make the finding for Public Convenience or Necessity (PCN) for a new bar or store.  If the 

city does not find PCN, the ABC is obligated to deny the new bar or store license.  The ABC 

retains sole authority over decisions on all restaurant alcohol licenses, regardless of location. 
 

The Decision Makers 

¶ In areas that are not high crime or over-concentrated, ABC has the sole authority to 

make decisions on all alcohol licenses (including bars, stores and restaurants). 
 

¶ In areas that are high crime or over-concentrated, a finding that the license would serve 

public convenience or necessity (PCN) must be made in order to grant the license. 

o For bars and stores, cities can determine PCN, and ABC must abide by the 

cityôs decision 

o For restaurants, ABC determines PCN 

o If a finding is made for PCN, the new license can be granted despite the 

existing conditions of high crime or over-concentration 

 

New Licenses:  This category also includes license applications to change to a different license 

type, such changing from a type 41 (restaurant serving beer & wine) to a type 47 (restaurant 
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serving full spirits), and licenses transferred to new locations.  When an individual or business 

makes an application for a new license, they are required to post on-site for 30 days a notice of 

intent to sell alcohol. The posting of the notice is self-reported by the applicant to ABC.  In 

addition, the applicant is required to mail a notice to the property owners of all addresses within 

100 feet of the premises (also self-reported).  Citizen protests can be filed by mail or FAX within 

30 days of the notice.  The protestant is notified that the protest is received and that if a hearing 

is scheduled a notice of the hearing date and time will be sent.  ABC sends a notice of the 

application to SDPD Vice within the 30-day period and SDPD has a certain window of time to 

submit its recommendations.  

 

Once an alcohol license is issued it becomes personal property and remains active indefinitely.  

Licenses may be sold or transferred at any time, with nothing more than a criminal background 

check of the new owner.  Business models, operations and menus can change at any time (except 

when prescribed by conditions on the license.)  

 

Alcohol licenses for restaurants require the operation to be a "bona fide public eating place" 

which has a kitchen and regularly serves meals (ABC Act, section 23038), but there are no 

required food/alcohol sales ratios (e.g., 50/50 or 70/30), unless these are imposed as conditions 

on the license.  All alcohol licenses allow serving/selling alcohol until 2:00 am, unless conditions 

on the license specify otherwise. 

 

Modif ications: Modifications of licenses or license conditions, such as premises expansions 

(larger serving area/capacity), serving on a sidewalk patio, increasing hours of service and 

adding a dedicated bar, are considered with an informal process and may not require public 

notice postings and mailings.  Official protestants of the original license may be notified of an 

application for modifications.  Applicants pay a $100 fee to file an application for modifications.   

 

Protest Hearings:   If SDPD or citizens protest an application, a hearing is scheduled.  The 

hearing may occur months or years after the application was filed.  In Pacific Beach, there is 

evidence that some applicants have withdrawn their applications after receiving protests, and 

then filed another application months later for the same purpose, apparently in an effort to avoid 

public notice and protest.  Protestants are required to attend the hearing, and it they do not, their 

protest is dropped. Hearings are scheduled during work hours. Hearings may last many hours and 

be spread over more than one day.  A recent (April, 2010) hearing took approximately 6 hours 

over a two-day period.  The administrative law judges, who preside over these hearings, are paid 

by the ABC and are often ex-employees of ABC. 

 

San Diego Police Policies Regarding Alcohol Licenses in Pacific Beach 

 

For the purposes of this report, SDPD alcohol license policy was determined through research 

into the history of decisions made in Pacific Beach, through Vice Sergeant Andra Brownôs 

responses to a list of questions posed by the ALRC (Appendix 5), and through conversations 

with other SDPD Vice officers.  SDPD policies are best understood in the context of past SDPD 

decisions and the current SDPD process for reviewing and making decisions on alcohol license 

applications, which are described below. 
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A History of SDPD Decisions and Policies 

In recent years, there have been some documented SDPD efforts to curtail the issuance of new 

alcohol licenses in Pacific Beach.  Below are excerpts from 2003 and 2008 newspaper articles 

and a press release reflecting these SDPD efforts. 

 

2003 

ñCops try to dry Pacific Beach - Denial of new liquor licenses aimed at areaôs high rate of 

alcohol-related crime.ò  The San Diego Union Tribune, Angela Lau, San Diego, Calif.: Sep 

27, 2003. 

¶ ñThe suspension of new alcohol licenses began 5 1/2 years ago when San Diego police, 
concerned about Pacific Beachôs high rate of alcohol-related crime, began protesting all 

applications for new licenses in that area,ò vice Lt. Robert Kanaski said. 

¶ This year alone, police have protested five licenses in Pacific Beach. 

¶ ñThe police carry a lot of weight with us,ò said Steven Ernst, district administrator of the 
state Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control. ñWe work extremely closely with the 

Vice unit.ò 

¶ Once again, alcohol, blamed for disproportionately high crime rates in Pacific Beach, is 

at the forefront of the communityôs conscience. 

¶ The number of available licenses is determined by population. State regulators approved 

liquor permits despite an excessive concentration of the licenses because no one foresaw 

the problems that such a practice would bring, officials said. 

¶ For instance, the heart of the communityôs tourist district ð Garnet and Grand avenues 

and Mission Boulevard ð has 69 liquor licenses for restaurants, bars and liquor stores 

where there should only be 10, Kanaski said. 

¶ Pacific Beach and Mission Beach are supposed to be allowed 61 licenses, Kanaski said. 

But the two communities have 129. 

¶ Pacific Beach, with a population of 41,068, is served by 48 markets, 92 restaurants and 

22 bars that offer alcohol, Ernst said. 

¶ Recognizing the ill effects of past policies and faced with limited police power in lean 

budget years, police changed their tactics, Kanaski said. 

¶ ñFor about the last 5 1/2 years, we have protested all new licenses,ò Kanaski said. ñEven 

if itôs restaurants, itôs like adding a drop to the bucket thatôs already full. 

¶ ñ(When) people come to dinner, they drink at the restaurant before they hit the clubs or 
the beach. We become stuck in the middle. What I look at is whether I have the law 

enforcement capability to properly patrol the area. I donôt have that in Pacific Beach.ò 

 

2008 

ñPolice keeping liquor licenses bottled up,ò The San Diego Union Tribune, San Diego, Calif.: 

Mar 7, 2008.   

This article revealed that SDPD blocked 41 of 84 applications from September 2006 through 

March 1, 2007. ñPolice Chief Lansdowne said the department doesnôt have enough officers to 

handle the potential problems alcohol can create.ò 

 

Press Release, Mayor Jerry Sanders, March 22, 2008  
ñSDPD Fact Sheet - Mayor, Police Department announce city conditions for alcoholic beverage 

licenses.ò  ñThese conditions attempt to strike a balance between the Cityôs economic 
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development needs and public safety concerns.  In addition, the guidelines seek to ensure that 

restaurants which apply for an alcohol license remain a restaurant and do not morph into a bar or 

nightclub.ò 

 

ñSD Police end protest on 40 liquor licenses,ò The San Diego Union Tribune, San Diego, 

Calif.: Mar 22, 2008.   

Police Chief ñLansdowne, who cited lack of resources for the departmentôs sweeping protests, 

said that while he hasnôt been given a commitment for any new officers, he reversed his stance 

after discussions with various officials.ò  Three conditions will be imposed on all new restaurants 

licenses to ensure that these restaurants do not become a source of alcohol-related crimes: no live 

entertainment, no to-go liquor sales, and 50-50 liquor and food sales.  Additional conditions are 

to be imposed on Gaslamp restaurants.  Jennifer Hill, ABC San Diego District Administrator, 

said ñshe considers the three conditions just a starting point for discussion. The state weighs each 

application on its own, so these conditions may not apply in some cases or they might 

recommend tougher conditions or a denial.ò  ñHill said itôs unlikely that any new licenses would 

be issued in Pacific Beach or Mission Beach, which are permeated with bars and drain police 

resources.ò 

 

Note:  Despite these SDPD efforts in 2003 and 2008, new alcohol licenses continue to be issued 

in Pacific Beach and existing licenses continue to be modified to allow serving more and 

ñharderò liquor, over longer hours, later at night, to more patrons (see later in this report: Recent 

Alcohol License Decisions and Pending Applications). 

 

Current SDPD Decisions and Policies 

On his webpage, San Diego Police Chief William Lansdowne states, ñI believe there is a shared 

responsibility between our police and our communities to continue improving the quality of life 

for the citizens of this fine city.ò  (http://www.sandiego.gov/police/about/chief/index.shtml)  

Despite, this expressed commitment to improving citizensô quality of life, and the expenditure of 

tremendous police resources, the police have not been able to mitigate the high crime and 

negative impacts on quality of life related to the over-concentration of alcohol licenses in Pacific 

Beach. 

 

SDPD Vice Department is responsible for making the police recommendations on alcohol 

license applications (e.g., new license, transfer of license to new location, modification of license 

conditions).  Vice recommendations can be to protest (deny) the license, to approve the license, 

or to approve the license with a set of specific conditions.  SDPD Vice submits their 

recommendations to the ABC, and the ABC has sole authority to make the final decision. 

 

In areas, such as Pacific Beach, that have high crime or are over-concentrated, a finding of 

Public Convenience or Necessity (PCN) is necessary to allow a new alcohol license (ABC Act, 

section 23958.4).  Since state law changed in 1994, the city (SDPD) has had the authority to 

determine PCN in these circumstances for new bar and store licenses, and the ABC must abide 

by the cityôs decision.  However, the ABC still has the sole authority to determine PCN and 

make decisions for new restaurant alcohol licenses located in high crime or over-

concentrated areas. 

 

http://www.sandiego.gov/police/about/chief/index.shtml
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Stores selling liquor in high-crime or over-concentrated areas also need to obtain a city-

issued Conditional Use Permit (CUP) in order to operate.  The CUP is land-use permit 

processed through the Cityôs Development Services Department (DSD).  Conditions may 

imposed that govern the way the business operates (e.g., stop serving alcohol at 11:00 pm).  

Local community planning groups are entitled to review and advise the city on CUP 

applications.  SDPD may submit their recommendations to DSD during the CUP process.  The 

CUP decision is made during a DSD hearing and is appealable to the Cityôs Planning 

Commission. 

 

Restaurant and bar licenses do not require a city CUP and thus do not undergo any city land-use 

review process and are not reviewed by local planning groups. 

 

Vice considers alcohol license applications individually and generally without consideration for 

cumulative impacts or community license history.  SDPD Vice turnover is high ï there have 

been 9 different Vice Sergeants in the last 8 years ï and this makes it even more difficult for 

Vice to consider cumulative impacts or community license history.  Vice evaluates whether the 

location is high crime and/or over-concentrated with licenses.  Vice evaluates the record of the 

establishment, including calls for service to that location and previous SDPD enforcement 

actions.  Even in high-crime or over-concentrated areas such as Pacific Beach, Vice may 

recommend approving a new license with specific conditions.  If an existing licensee wants an 

upgraded license (e.g., upgrading from beer & wine to full spirits) or relaxed conditions (e.g., to 

serve alcohol later) or to serve alcohol on expanded premises, Vice will often approve as long as 

the applicantôs business has not had previous violations or generated calls for police service.   

 

If Vice protests a license, it may go to a hearing, at which Vice makes its case before an ABC  

hearing officer or judge.  If ABC decides to approve the license that the police have protested, 

the license may be issued without any conditions.  If it appears that ABC is going to approve the 

license despite the police protest, Vice sometimes withdraws its protest in return for conditions 

being imposed, so as not to have ABC approve the license without any conditions at all.   

 

If the police protest a license and the ABC denies the license, the applicant can still appeal the 

ABC decision.  Appeal hearings are held before an administrative law judge (selected by ABC).  

At these hearings, all parties (ABC, SDPD, applicant, applicantôs lawyer, protestants of record) 

make their arguments and the judge decides whether to issue the license.  Historically, it appears 

that virtually all license applications that go to an appeal hearing end up being issued.  

 

Although SDPD has the right to protest a new license or modification, or to make 

recommendations for license conditions, ABC makes the final decision.  SDPD, however, bears 

the responsibility to enforce laws and respond to the high crime that may be generated by an 

over-concentration of alcohol licenses and/or inadequate license conditions. 

 

A Case Example of ABC and SDPD Policies in Action:   
In April of 2010, an application for a new license (type 41, restaurant, beer & wine) in Pacific 

Beachôs most over-concentrated census tract (79.01) with the highest alcohol crime (1916% of 

citywide average) went to a hearing. Members of the community had protested the license and 

attended the hearing.  SDPD protested the license. The ABCôs San Diego office also protested 
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the license. The hearing took place over two days and many hours were spent discussing the 

applicantôs character and the food menu.  The decision of the administrative law judge was to 

grant the license with conditions, one of which was no TV.   The next day, the applicant 

requested a condition change to allow one TV and that request was granted.   

 

The applicantôs good character and good menu are commendable, but they do not ensure good 

operations or mitigation of negative impacts, because 1) the applicant is free to change their 

business model or menu at any time; and 2) ABC regulations allow an alcohol license to be sold 

or transferred to a different person with a different business model and a different menu, with 

only a criminal background check of the new owner. 

 

This case example leads to the conclusion that although state and ABC policy seem to dictate a 

limit to the number of alcohol licenses allowed in an area, in reality, there appears to be no limit 

to the number of restaurant licenses that are issued.  And, even when SDPD and the local ABC 

deny a license, an ABC judge can approve it anyway. 

 

Structural Deficiencies in Alcohol License Policies 

 

Upon review of current ABC and SDPD alcohol license policies and their application in Pacific 

Beach, the following structural deficiencies were identified. 

 

1. The community has no control over new licenses and condition modifications, but must bear 

the brunt of the associated negative impacts. 

 

2. If a new restaurant license is granted with conditions imposed to prevent it from operating 

like bar, these conditions can be modified or removed with little or no public notice.   

 

3. Even when an area has high crime and over-concentration, new licenses and condition 

relaxations may be approved. 

 

4. Licenses are easily transferred to different owners, with different business models.  A 

background check of the new owner is all that is required. 

 

5. Most existing restaurant licensed operations have few conditions and ABC regulations allow 

them to function like bars. 

 

6. Current policies do not account for the cumulative effect of adding additional licenses and 

modifications over time. 

 

7. Lack of public notice of pending applications 

 

8. Due to the nature of ABC website and SDPD Vice turn-over, it is impossible for the public to 

fully monitor: license applications, decisions made, conditions imposed or relaxed, and 

history of a license or of licenses in a community. 
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9. Lack of public input and consideration of public input during ABC decision-making on new 

licenses and condition modifications. 

 

10. There are insufficient resources to do effective monitoring of business operations, conditions 

compliance, food to alcohol ratios, or investigations. 

 

11. Complaints to SDPD about alcohol-licensed establishments are not sent to ABC. 

 

12. Penalties for violations are seldom imposed and are often not sufficient to be a deterrent. 

 

13. The protest process is so burdensome that it generally precludes public participation 

 

14. Even when police protest, an application may be approved by the local ABC. 

 

15. Even when police and local ABC protest, an application is likely to be approved by an ABC 

administrative law judge. 

 

16. Although state policy sets a limit of one license per 2,000 residents, the reality in PB is there 

is no limit. (PB has about one license for every 326 residents) 

 

Evolution of Alcohol Licenses in Pacific Beach 

 

Pacific Beach is fortunate to have many good restaurants that serve alcohol and do not create 

negative impacts, and are exactly the kinds of businesses we want more of in Pacific Beach. In 

fact, the ALRC mission statement is very clear that the ALRC seeks to ñsupport new or 

transferred alcohol licenses with appropriate conditions for desirable businesses.ò  Unfortunately, 

the operations of some alcohol-licensed businesses in Pacific Beach have evolved over the years 

in a way that has led to increasing crime, DUI and other negative impacts on the community. 

 

In 2007, local ABC District Administrator Jennifer Hill told the BATF that Pacific Beach has 

had about the same number of licenses for the past 30 years.  This statement was confusing to 

many long-time residents who have witnessed a marked change in the business district over 

those same years.  Years ago, prior to the designations of high crime and over-concentration in 

certain areas of Pacific Beach, there was much less concern for adding additional alcohol 

licenses. It was common for licenses to be issued for restaurants with few or no conditions (e.g., 

no time limit for alcohol service, no food/alcohol sales ratios.)  Over the years some of these 

restaurants (and some bars also) have been sold to new owners with different business models 

and operations, that have allowed them to use the same alcohol license to serve more alcohol and 

harder alcohol, over more hours, to more people. 

 

Here are several scenarios for how this can happen: 

 

1) A small sit-down eatery with table service for 40 patrons, serving beer with meals and closing 

at 10:00 pm has a restaurant alcohol license with no conditions that was issued in the 1960ôs.  In 

the 1990ôs, the license is sold to a new owner.  The new owner has a different business model, 

and chooses to serve primarily alcohol, with some food, in a bar-style setting which 
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accommodates 100 people and stays open until 2:00 am (all allowed under ABC regulations). 

The new owner gets the license upgraded to sell full spirits.  The business expands into the retail 

space next door, which doubles the occupancy, and obtains a license modification to serve in the 

expanded premises, and is now serving 200 people.  Thus, a 1500 square-foot sandwich shop 

selling primarily food and closing at 10:00 pm can become a 3,000 square-foot, full-spirits bar 

selling primarily alcohol and open until 2:00 am. This pattern of evolution has created alcohol 

establishments in Pacific Beach that serve more alcohol, harder alcohol, over greater hours, and 

in larger premises to more people. 

 

2) A bar, selling full-spirits to a maximum occupancy of 80 people until 2:00 am expands into 

the retail space next door and increases its occupancy to 200 patrons. 

 

3) A bowling alley with a restaurant alcohol license serves food and full spirits in a small part of 

the establishment to 50 bowlers until 2:00 am.  A new owner demolishes the bowling facilities 

and converts the entire space to a sports bar that serves 300 patrons full spirits until 2:00 am. 

 

4) A sit-down, Mexican restaurant, that serves full spirits to 80 diners until 12:00 am, and has an 

entertainment permit for live and amplified music, is bought by a new owner.  The business 

becomes a ñbar & grillò style operation, builds a large outdoor patio and expands into adjacent 

property to create a dancing club.  The new business now serves 400 persons full spirits until 

2:00 am, with music and DJs blaring into the neighborhoods. 

 

All of these scenarios are entirely permissible under ABC regulations.   None of these scenarios 

involve an increase the actual number of licenses in the community, however, the net increase in 

alcohol service may have the same effect as adding new licenses. 

 

When restaurants function like bars, it is called ñmorphing.ò  Morphing has been happening in 

Pacific Beach and it has been characterized by 1) change of ownership; 2) restaurant that sells 

beer and wine upgrades their license to sell full spirits; 3) restaurant that once closed at 10:00 or 

11:00 pm being replaced by a restaurant that stays open until 2:00 am; and 4) premise expansions 

that allow for much greater occupancy.  Smaller family-oriented restaurants have become larger 

bar-style restaurants. It is common for the owners of some of these restaurants to refer to their 

establishments as ñtheir barò confirming that in their mind they run a bar.  Morphing can also 

occur by time of day, when restaurants function like bars after the dinner hours.  Currently, 

Pacific Beach has 77 restaurants with alcohol licenses and only 17 bars.  However, a growing 

number of these restaurants, particularly in census tract 79.01, are functioning like bars and 

serving far more alcohol to far more people later into the night, which is generating high crime, 

DUI and other negative impacts on the community.  Table 4 shows some of the past and present 

businesses in Pacific Beach and how the license and/or business operations have changed. 
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Table 4.  Pacific Beach Alcohol License Evolution 
 

These are some examples of past and present businesses at same location in Pacific Beach.  Over time, restaurants that 
used to close at 10 pm have been replaced with restaurants that serve full spirits until 2:00 am.  Some restaurants and 
bars have also expanded (next door, decks, patios) to serve more patrons. 

 
 

PAST 
 

 

PRESENT (June 2010) Current License Closes 

 

Aljones (Mexican restaurant) 

BBQ Pit 

Bangkok Thai & Vegetarian Cuisine 

Guilioôs (Italian restaurant) 

Hooters 

Improv 

La Chamine (French restaurant) 

Moonlight Café (Chinese restaurant) 

Night Owl Dry Cleaners 

Pizzeria UNO 

Sizzler 

TD Hayes  

Victory Lanes Bowling 

Woolworths 

Yoliôs (Mexican restaurant) 
 

 

PB Bar and Grill Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 am 

Bubôs Dive Bar and Grill Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 am 

Dirty Birds Restaurant, beer/wine 2:00 am  

Nickôs at the Beach Restaurant, full spirits 1:00 am 

Beachwood Restaurant, full spirits   ? 

Moondoggies Restaurant, full spirits 1:00 am 

RTôs Longboard Grill Restaurant, full spirits 1:30 am 

Bare Back Grill Restaurant, full spirits 1:00 am 

Expansion of Tavern at the Beach Bar, full spirits 2:00 am 

Millerôs Field Plates & Pints Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 am 

PB Ale House Restaurant, brewery 2:00 am 

PB Shore Club Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 am 

Typhoon Saloon & Fredôs Mexican Caf® Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 & 1:30 am 

Johnny V Restaurant, full spirits 2:00 am 

Cabo Cantina Restaurant, full spirits 12:00 am 
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Some Case Examples in Pacific Beach: 

 

1. BBQ Pit (Figure 5) ï BBQ Pit operated for about 30 years as a BBQ sandwich shop that 

served beer with the sandwiches and closed after the dinner hours. After a couple of sales 

starting in about 1997, the hours of operation extended until 2:00 am, the license was changed 

from beer and wine to full spirits and the premise was expanded into the space next door.  It is 

now Bubôs Dive Bar and Grill.  

 

2. Hooters (Figure 6) ï Prior to Hooters, the location was a McCormick & Schmidt restaurant, 

and then San Diegoôs, a Mexican restaurant. In 2007, Hooters upgraded its license from beer & 

wine to full spirits.  In 2008, Hooters got a license expansion to serve alcohol on the ground floor 

(in addition to the second floor and roof deck).  At the time, they had a 3-drink maximum, no 

dedicated bar and closed at 11 pm. They said they wanted to attract more families with a ground 

floor presence. They appealed to the PBTC board to send a letter of support to SDPD Vice and 

their request was granted.  After the license expansion was approved, they operated the ground 

floor as ñHooters After Dark,ò a bar-style operation with advertised drink specials. Even though 

they did not operate as promised, there was no recourse for the community or the police because 

no condition restrictions (such as stop serving alcohol at 11:00 pm) were placed on the license in 

exchange for the license upgrade or premise expansion approval. In 2010, the license was sold to 

a new operator, Beachwood.  The ground floor of BeachWood is now called Reds Saloon.  

Beachwood serves alcohol on all three floors until 2:00 am every night.  There can be no protests 

of the new operation because they are simply operating under the old license which may have 

few if any conditions. 

 

3. TD Hays (Figure 7) ïTD Hays, which closed down in 2002, was a fine-dining restaurant that 

stayed open until 10:00 pm on weekends.  After a sale, the location began to operate as a bar 

open until 2:00 am. After a fatal stabbing and another sale it became the PB Shore Club. Their 

website refers to their interior as the ñNorth Barò and the ñSouth Bar.ò  The kitchen closes at 

10:00 pm but their ñbarsò are open until 2:00 am every night.  They advertise beer pong on 

Monday nights from 9:00 pm to closing, gold fish racing on Wednesday nights, reverse happy 

hours and various drink specials.  

 

Restaurants ñmorphingò into bars is not illegal. Bars and restaurants expanding premises and 

hours, to serve more people for longer periods, is also permissible under current ABC and SDPD 

alcohol license policies.  Older licenses with few or no conditions make these changes easier and 

more likely.  However, even licenses with conditions, such as stop serving alcohol at 11:00 pm, 

have been able to get conditions relaxed (e.g., serving extended to 1:00 am).  Operators cannot 

be blamed for taking advantage of current policies.  However, due to the unintended negative 

consequences of these policies, such as high crime and DUI, we must consider whether policy 

changes are necessary to reduce our crime and DUI down to city averages.  
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Figure 5.  BBQ Pit is now Bubôs Dive Bar & Grill (same alcohol license, same location.)


