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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT IS-2/)5.9 ~——

CENTRAL DISTRICT OF CALIFORNIA

ELSINORE CHRISTIAN CENTER, a CV 01-04842 SVW (RCx)
California non-profit

corporation, and GARY HOLMES,

Plaintiffs, ORDER GRANTING IN PART
DEFENDANTS’” MOTION FOR SUMMARY
V. JUDGMENT, AND DENYING PLAINTIFFS’

MOTION FOR PARTIAL SUMMARY
JUDGMENT

CITY OF LAKE ELSINORE, a
California corporation, et al.,

Defendants.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Plaintiffs Elsinore Christian Center and Church member Gary
Holmeg (collectively “Church” or “Plaintiffs”) brought this action
against Defendants the City of Lake Elsinore and five individual
members of the City Council (collectively “City” or “Defendants”)
after the Lake Elsinore Planning Commission denied the Church’s

application for a conditional use permit (“CUP”) to operate a church
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on 217 N. Main Street, Lake Elsinore, California (the “Subject
Property,” “Property,” or “Site”).

Now before the Court are the parties’ cross-motions for
summary judgment. For the reasons set forth below, Plaintiffs’
Motion for Partial Summary Judgment is DENIED, and Defendants’ Motion
for Summary Judgment is GRANTED IN PART as to Plaintiffs’ Second
Cause of Action. The Court will issue a separate Order addressing
the remaining portions of Defendants’ Motion for Summary Judgment and
Plaintiffs’ Motion under Rule 56(f).

II. FACTUAL / PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND

A. Factual Summary

The Church is currently located in the downtown area of Lake
Elsinore and believes that it has been called by God to minister in
that area. The Church has been operating downtown for more than
twelve years. The Church’s current location lacks on-site parking,
however, and church members are forced to park on the street.
Certain events - the monthly Open Air Market and the annual Lake
Elsinore Classic - involve closed roads and further exacerbate
parking inadequacies; some congregants are often forced to park at a
considerable distance from the Church. The Church complainsg that
these parking issues pose particular difficulties for elderly Church
members and those with disabilities, and that the current facility is
too small to accommodate a growing congregation. As a result, the
Church seeks to relocate to the Subject Property, situated three

blocks away, which is larger and possesses more parking.
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The Subject Property and Church are located in downtown Lake
Elsinore, an economically depressed area characterized by urban
blight. The current tenant of the Property, Food Smarts, is a
discount food store and recycling business. Food Smarts leases the
Property from its current owner, the Elsinore Naval Military School
{*School”). Because Focd Smarts is a month-to-month tenant, the
School is legally entitled to evict Food Smart on thirty days’
notice. The Scheol is willing to sell the Property to the Church,
and the Church has entered into a purchase agreement with the School.

Both the Subject Property and the Church are located in an
area of the City zoned as C-1, or “Neighborhood Commercial.” The
following uses are among those that may be located in C-1 zones as a
matter of right: apparel stores, appliance stores, bicycle shops,
food stores, florists, general merchandise stores, hardware stores,
health and exercise clubs, hobby supply stores, jewelry stores, media
shops, music stores, personal service establishments, pet shops,
restaurants, schools for dance and music, sporting goods stores, toy
shops, and sellers of vehicle parts.

The following uses may be located in C-1 zones subject to a
CUP: automatic car washes, bars, churches, drive-through or drive-in
establishments, arcades, gas stations, hotels, mortuaries, motels,
private clubs and lecdges, restaurants with outside eating areas,
small animal veterinary clinics, and any other use having similar
characteristics and in accord with the zone’s purposes.

Additionally, the Subject Property is located in an area

classified as “blighted” by the Rancho Laguna Redevelopment Project,
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which acts as an overlay to the City’s zoning provisions. After
entering into a purchase agreement with the School, the Church
applied for a CUP. City staff prepared a report recommending
approval of the CUP, subject to twenty-six conditions, to which the
Church consented. However, the City’s Planning Commission denied the
CUP, citing loss of a needed service (the grocery store and recycling
business), loss of tax revenue, insufficient parking at the Subject
Property, and the belief that denial of the CUP would not work a
substantial burden on the Church, as it could continue to coperate at
its present downtown location.

The Church’s appeal of the CUP denial was rejected
unanimously by the City Council. During the Council’s hearing on
this matter, City residents spoke out on both sides of the appeal.
Church members described their difficulties in attending church,
while downtown residents and Food Smarts employees cited the need for
a grocery store within walking distance and the loss of jobs that
would result if Food Smarts were evicted. Other downtown residents
claimed that the presence of the Church would benefit the area.

B.  Procedural Posture

On May 30, 2001 the Church sued the City in an attempt to
either invalidate the applicable zoning rules or compel the City to
issue a CUP in this instance.

The Church alleges that (1) the City’s entire zoning
Ordinance, (2) the rules regarding the C-1 zones as applied to
Plaintiffs, and (3) the City’s denial of the Church’s CUP

application, violate (1) the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized
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