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years the councilwoman
underreported more than
$100,000 in income to the
IRS.

Gómez, who is facing fel-
low Democrat Sara Jacobs
in the November runoff for
the 53rd District congres-
sional seat, through a
spokeswoman blamed the
errors on her tax preparer
and pledged to amend at
least one of her returns.

“We are about to release
an amended return for 2017,”
campaign spokeswoman
Dayanara Ramirez said in
an email Thursday.

Gomez was first elected
to City Council in 2016. She
was elected council presi-
dent by her colleagues two
years later. She is not run-
ning for re-election to the
council.

She collected several en-
dorsements from national
progressive Democratic
leaders, such as Sen. Bernie
Sanders, I-Vt., Sen. Eliza-
beth Warren, D-Mass. and
Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez, D-N.Y., as well as the
state and county Demo-
cratic parties. However, the
latest polling in the district
shows Gómez trails Jacobs
by double digits.

Gómez released her re-
turns Sept. 17 and chal-
lenged Jacobs, granddaugh-
ter of billionaire Qualcomm
co-founder Irwin Jacobs, to
do the same. Jacobs re-
leased her returns Saturday.

Jacobs’ returns show
most of the candidate’s in-
come comes from capital
gains. Her adjusted gross in-
come was $4 million in 2017,
$2.1 million in 2018 and in
2019 she grossed $7.2 million.
Along with millions in in-
come came millions in taxes
— she paid more than $3.2
million in federal income tax
over those three years, her
returns show.

Gómez’s returns show
she reported $59,840 in in-
come in 2017, including
$56,778 in early retirement
account disbursements but
no regular wages even
though she earned a salary
for her full-time job on the
City Council. The same year,
Gómez was paid $75,386 in
salary by the city and an ad-
ditional $17,351, according to
Transparent California, an
online database of public
salaries.

She also claimed an edu-
cational tax credit of $2,500
for being a student at the In-

ternational College of Holis-
tic Health. The credit, called
the American Opportunity
Credit, is only available to
students in their first four
years of post-secondary ed-
ucation who earn less than
$100,000 per year and attend
at least half-time.

Gómez, a graduate of
San Diego State University
who made more than
$100,000 in 2017, did not
qualify for the credit, Ramir-
ez, the campaign spokes-
woman, said in response to
questions about the return.
Even if she had qualified,
she apparently got the
name of her college wrong.
The International College of
Holistic Health is in Singa-
pore.

There is an “Interna-
tional College of Holistic
Studies” in San Diego, how-
ever, the employer identifi-
cation number Gómez
listed on her return doesn’t
match either institution.

Gómez said in a state-
ment that she was shocked
to find out her returns were
filed incorrectly.

“Like most people, I
trusted my accountant to
file my taxes accurately and
I was shocked to find out
that my 2017 returns were
not properly filed,” Gómez
said. “My accountant has
taken responsibility for the
errors in my 2017 tax return
and is currently working to
file an amended return.”

Two tax attorneys who
reviewed Gómez’s returns
told the Union-Tribune that
a number of items raised red
flags or did not make sense.

“Several items on her
2017 tax return seem
strange,” said Ariel Jurow
Kleiman, a University of San
Diego law professor who
specializes in tax policy.

Alexandra Eaker Pérez, a
San Diego-based tax attor-
ney, also noted issues with
Gomez’s IRS filings.

“Income from whatever
source derived must be re-
ported annually to the IRS
and unless specifically ex-
empt from taxation by Con-
gress, is includable in a tax-
payer’s gross income for
purposes of computing their
income tax,” Eaker Pérez
wrote in an email.

Also, for all three years,
Gómez claimed income and
business expenses for her
role as a “public transporta-
tion consultant.” According
to her campaign, this re-
lated to her positions on the
boards of the Metropolitan
Transit System and the San
Diego Association of Gov-

ernments.
Over the three years of

records, Gómez reported
$43,000 in income and
claimed $18,984 in expenses
from her consulting work on
the boards, lowering her to-
tal taxable income. The dol-
lar amount reported in 2018
to the IRS from this work
also does not match what
she reported to Congress in
her financial disclosure.

In 2018, she reported
$16,500 — before expenses —
in wages from her work on
MTS and SANDAG to the
IRS. After expenses, she re-
ported $12,974 in income.
However, her financial dis-
closures to Congress say she
received a $2,700 stipend
from SANDAG and com-
pensation of $16,500 from
MTS for a total of $19,200 —
$2,700 more than she re-
ported on her taxes.

The campaign did not of-
fer any explanation when
asked about those discrep-
ancies.

Gómez also was able to
lower her total taxable in-
come in 2019 by taking a
$5,914 tax break under the
self-employed health insur-
ance deduction.

However, according to
the IRS, taxpayers are not
eligible to claim this deduc-
tion in any month during
which they are eligible for a
subsidized plan from an em-
ployer. Councilmembers, as
city employees, are eligible
for health insurance
through their job.

Ramirez said that be-
cause Gómez received two
IRS form 1099s from her po-
sitions on both the MTS
board and SANDAG, she
was eligible for this deduc-
tion.

Morgan Hill, a spokes-
woman for the Jacobs cam-
paign, said the issue of
Gómez’s tax returns
showed negligence.

“The Gómez campaign
spent weeks misleading vot-
ers and crying wolf about
Sara’s tax returns, only to
have the real story be their
candidate’s own negli-
gence,” Hill wrote in an
email.

“With 26 days until Elec-
tion Day, now would be a
good time for the Gómez
campaign to get their own
house in order,” she added.
“Voters are looking for lead-
ers they can trust, and lead-
ers who are concerned with
addressing the mounting
crisis we face, not half baked
political stunts.”
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“Even with our communi-
ty now reopened, there are
still things that we can’t do,”
she said. “Taking a walk or
taking a bike ride is still a
treasured experience.”

The Adams Avenue slow
street was initially busy, but
recent data analysis has
shown less usage and in-
creased scarcity of parking
spots, Muto said.

Nearby businesses hailed
the decision Wednesday to
eliminate the segment,
which they’ve been com-
plaining about for several
weeks.

“Is the city going to com-
pensate us for the loss of rev-
enue and the bad reputation
of North Park because of the
lack of parking?” asked
Ludo Mifsud, owner of Et

Voila French Bistro. “The
lack of action is just unbe-
lievable and uncalled for.”

Mike Knab, president of
the Adams Avenue Business
Association, said the seg-
ment has been a failure.

“It was rolled out poorly,
with no education, outreach
or even signage,” he said. “To
be honest, I think that this
implementation has now set
back business community
support for bike lanes and
multi-modal programs by
years.”

Muto said city officials
needed to thoroughly study
data and explore other op-
tions before eliminating the
segment on Adams Avenue.

Officials believe the rela-
tively wide bridge can be re-
striped to allow sidewalks,

bike lanes, parking and vehi-
cle traffic in both directions,
she said. The city is trying to
schedule a meeting with af-
fected merchants to discuss
the idea and listen to other
proposals.

Similar backlash in Pa-
cific Beach prompted city of-
ficials to shrink the segment
it created on Diamond
Street in Pacific Beach. The
segment still starts at Mis-
sion Boulevard, but now
ends at Haines Street.

In North Park, com-
plaints prompted removal of
a segment on Howard Ave-
nue. It was later replaced
with a segment on Lincoln
Avenue, from Alabama
Street to Utah Street. 

Three other segments,
one in the College Area and

two in southeastern San Di-
ego, have been mostly well-
received, Muto said.

In the College Area, there
is a segment on Saranac
Street from 67th Street to
70th Street. In Emerald
Hills, two segments ema-
nate from Emerald Hills
Park: Old Memory Lane to
Roswell Street and Tooley
Street to 60th Street.

Two other proposed seg-
ments, one in Rancho
Bernardo and one in San
Ysidro, were considered but
abandoned.

Community leaders in
San Ysidro prefer a more
permanent paseo to a tem-
porary slow-street segment,
said Muto, adding that the
idea could be revived.

A segment proposed for

Acena Drive in Rancho
Bernardo was rejected by
community leaders based
on concerns it would be dis-
ruptive, she said.

In addition to San Diego,
the grants went to Fallbrook
for Main Street, Chula Vista
for Third Avenue, Escondido
for Grand Avenue and Na-
tional City for 14th Street.

Other grants went to El
Cajon for segments near
Renette Park, to Encinitas
for segments near Highway
101, La Mesa for Hayes
Street and Ohio Place, and
Oceanside for The Strand.

In addition, Solana
Beach and Imperial Beach
got grants for segments on
multiple streets.

david.garrick@sduniontribune.com

while others are still in the
planning stages.

Delivery trucks, emer-
gency vehicles and drivers
living on the affected part of
the street are exempt from
the vehicle ban.

San Diego officials say
evaluating the slow streets
has been one of trial and er-
ror.

“Slow streets is really
about trying something out
in our neighborhoods during
a time of real need for people
to get out and have the space
for social distancing,” said
Alyssa Muto, the city’s depu-
ty director of environment
and mobility planning.
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Elliott was elected in No-
vember 2016, one month after
the council first approved a
20-year lease-to-own deal for
the former Sempra Energy
headquarters at 101 Ash St.,
just north of City Hall.

She assumed office weeks
later and is now running for
re-election. Elliott’s oppo-
nent, San Diego attorney
Cory Briggs, has sharply
criticized her office’s han-
dling of the lease.

Michael Aguirre, the for-
mer San Diego city attorney
who sued the city on behalf of
a resident claiming the lease
is illegal, credited city officials
for agreeing to the deal.

“The mayor, the City
Council and the city attorney
have put the city on the path
to solving the Ash Street
building problem,” he said.
“We hope we can take the
next step, which is to get the
building occupied by city em-
ployees.”

The settlement sets up a
legal showdown between the
city, the building’s former
owner and a San Diego devel-
opment company that acted
as a broker in the trans-
action.

The lawsuit was filed in
August by San Diego resi-
dent John Gordon, who al-
leges that the lease violated
the state constitution be-
cause public funds cannot be
spent on goods or services
that are not delivered.

City officials planned to
move up to 1,100 employees
into the 19-story office tower.
But despite spending more
than $53 million on lease pay-
ments and renovations, it re-
mains unusable because of
asbestos concerns and other
problems.

Under the lease, the city
had been paying $535,000 a
month for the vacant build-
ing.

Including 20 years of pay-
ments, building upgrades
and operating costs, the
property was set to cost the
city more than $200 million. It
appraised for $62 million in
2016, and then $67.1 million
days later after city officials
worked to secure a higher es-
timated value, the Union-
Tribune reported last
month. 

The city executed the
lease in January 2017, about
two and a half months after
the initial council approval.

Officials expected to move
hundreds of workers into the
building that July, largely be-

cause the Mayor’s Office told
the council the mid-century
building was in good condi-
tion and needed only a
$10,000 power scrubbing be-
fore it could be occupied.

Faulconer last month re-
versed course and sus-
pended the monthly pay-
ments. His office did not re-
spond Thursday to a request
for comment on the stipula-
tion.

The Gordon lawsuit tar-
geted the city, City Treasurer
Rolando Charvel, several
companies owned by former
majority building opener
Sandor Shapery, Cisterra
Development, a local builder
that brokered the deal be-
tween Shapery and city offi-
cials, and 101 Ash LLC, the
limited liability company set
up to process the trans-
action.

“I have no knowledge of
any settlement of the suit,”
Shapery said by email Thurs-
day. “I was never served and
didn’t participate.”

A spokesman for Cisterra
did not immediately com-
ment on the stipulation.

The lawsuit did not name
as a defendant the property’s
former minority owner, de-
veloper Douglas Manchester,
who is one of Faulconer’s ma-
jor political supporters and
whom Shapery said the may-
or did not want directly in-
volved in the deal. Manches-
ter is a former owner and
publisher of the Union-Trib-
une.

The transaction was com-
plicated. It called for Shapery
and Manchester to transfer
the property to Cisterra,
which turned around and
leased it to the city on the
same day. The mayor’s staff
report to the council in 2016
made no mention of Manch-
ester’s interest in the proper-
ty.

The city’s decision to set-
tle the case was not a com-
plete surprise. Lawyers for
most of the parties in the case
participated in private settle-

ment discussions held with
Judge Kevin A. Enright on
Sept. 22 and again last Thurs-
day, court records show.

The council decision ef-
fectively aligns the city with
the plaintiff, setting up a legal
dispute over who will pay for
making the building suitable
for city employees.

One consultant’s report
released by the Mayor’s Of-
fice this summer pegged the
cost of opening the building
at just over $115 million — in-
cluding remediating all of the
asbestos, upgrading the
heating and air conditioning
and making a host of other
improvements.

Another consultant criti-
cized the city for agreeing to a
lopsided deal weighted heav-
ily in favor of Cisterra, which
negotiated a similar lease-to-
own deal for the city involving
the Civic Center Plaza build-
ing just across from City Hall
in 2015. 

With the city now commit-
ted to not making any addi-
tional lease payments until
the building can be occupied,
it remains to be seen who will
pay for the tens of millions of
dollars in needed repairs.

Because the transaction
was structured as a lease-to-
own deal, the city’s decision
to suspend payments and
settle with the plaintiff likely
means the former owner and
broker will have to negotiate
with the lender secured by
Cisterra.

In its current condition,
the building may not be
worth the total amount bor-
rowed to close the deal, which
could be as much as $92 mil-
lion, a consultant said.

The Gordon complaint
remains active and has been
assigned to Judge Joel R.
Wohlfeil. Aguirre and his law
partner, attorney Maria Sev-
erson, requested an ex parte
meeting with the judge for
next Wednesday, according
to court records.

jeff.mcdonald@sduniontribune.com

In 2017, the city of San Diego entered a lease-to-own
agreement on this building at 101 Ash St. 
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