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Mayor Sanders:  Still Popular, but Sunroad Situation Leads to Slide 
 
Mayor Jerry Sanders remains popular with 

San Diegans, though his image has taken a 

hit over the past two months.  He continues 

to get much stronger support from 

ideological conservatives and Republicans, 

but ideological and partisan considerations 

have been swamped by the Mayor’s 

handling of the situation related to 

Sunroad’s building near Montgomery Field 

and the overall mood of the populace.   

 

Fortunately for the Mayor, residents are far more inclined to lay the blame at the feet of Sunroad 

Enterprises, the developer of the too tall building near Montgomery Field.  That said, 53% give at least 

some blame to the Mayor with 21% saying Sanders deserves a lot of blame.  He also gets some credit for 

his handling of the situation, as 53% say he deserves some kudos for resolving the situation with 16% 

saying he deserves a lot.  That 5% difference between those who assign “a lot of blame” and “a lot of 

credit” to the Mayor is one key to Sanders’ slide in approval ratings. 

 

While some residents are judging the Mayor based on his handling of Sunroad, some are also feeling 

more unease about the overall direction of the city.  Those who think things are headed in the right 

direction are much more likely to approve of the Mayor’s job performance, while those who see things 

as off on the wrong track tend to disapprove.  This has long been the case, but now we are finding a 

tighter relationship between the two variables. That is, those who are negative about the city’s direction 



2 | P a g e  

 

72

61

11

23

58 60

24

20

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

May 2007 July 2007

P
er

ce
n

t o
f a

d
u

lt
s

Job Approval of Mayor Jerry Sanders by Area

Approve (North City)

Disapprove (North City)

Approve (South City)

Disapprove (South City)

are more strongly disapproving of the Mayor.  As the city’s mood has shifted in a more negative 

direction, this plays out in the form of lower Mayoral approval ratings.   
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Among the general population, we find a significantly negative shift from the Mayor’s May job approval 

rating.  Back then he had arrested the drop we saw from January to March and approval stood at 64% 

(23% strongly) with 17% disapproving (only 7% strongly) in May.  The Barometer now shows a 4% drop 

in approval and a 4% rise in disapproval for a net change of -8%.  The Mayor’s ratio of the percentage of 

residents approving of his job performance to disapproving of it has dipped below 3:1. Now at 2.8:1, the 

ratio shows that Mayor Sanders is still quite popular.  Ratios above 2:1 are considered usually safe for 

incumbents.   

Probably more thought-

provoking for city hall observes 

is what segments of the 

population were responsible for 

the overall drop in approval.  The 

movement that tells the biggest 

story comes from residents on 

the city’s north side.  Sanders’ 

approval rating took an 11% hit 

among those residing north of 

Interstate 8.  This has been a bastion for the Mayor and he continues to enjoy much support on the 

city’s north side.  However, approval has dropped from 72% to 61% -- and disapproval has spiked up by 

an equal amount to 23%.  This shift on the north is more evidence to suggest that the drop in approval is 

related to the Sunroad situation, since the building is located on the north side of the city.  
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Among registered voters, the 

Barometer registers a significant 

10% slide in approval and a 5% 

increase in the percentage 

disapproving of Sander’s job 

performance.  Voters tend to 

pay far more attention to local 

events and politics than non-

voters. This again suggests that 

the Sunroad dispute, which has 

garnered substantial attention 

recently, is the culprit and that all the attention it generated trumped generally good news for the 

Mayor on the city’s budget.   

 

A big dip in approval comes among upper income residents, a group that, again, has been among 

Sanders’ more ardent supporters.  In May, 76% of those earning more than $80,000 had approved of the 

Mayor.  Approval has been pared by 16% among this group and disapproval has increased from 18% to 

28%.   

 

Another significant fall-off occurs among white residents.  Approval went from 71% in May to 62% 

currently, while disapproval has increased by 9%.  Whites had been more inclined to strongly approve of 

the job the Mayor is doing. Now strong approval among whites is right in line with that of other ethnic 

groups.  

 

Other significant drops in approval were found among women (64% to 57%), homeowners, those with 

higher levels of education, long-time residents, moderate conservatives and Republicans.   An 

astounding 82% of GOP members had been approving of the Mayor’s performance with 43% approving 

strongly in May.  Approval has now ebbed to 75% with only 35% registering strong approval now.  With 

the exception of women (who have less firmly supported the Mayor than men), all of these groups 

represent the base of Sanders’ support. 
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City Attorney Aguirre:  Credit for Sunroad Stance Undercut by Attack on Mayor 
 
The Barometer shows that 45% approve and 

30% disapprove of City Attorney Mike Aguirre’s 

job performance.  There has been no 

significant movement in the City Attorney’s job 

approval rating since May among the general 

population.  However, approval has dropped 

steadily in small increments since January 

when the City Attorney began with 52% 

approving of his job performance and 26% 

disapproving.  And there have been drops 

among important sub-groups of the population.   

The Sunroad issue has been defining for Aguirre.  He receives more credit than the other three actors 

we tested in the Barometer and relatively little blame.  The 61% who give the City Attorney at least 

some credit for resolving the situation are far more likely to approve of his overall job performance.  On 

the other hand, the 44% who blame him (at least somewhat) for the Sunroad dispute tend to 

downgrade his job performance.  This should be – on balance -- a good outcome for Aguirre since he 

gets so much more credit than blame.  The problem for him is his accusation of corruption leveled at the 

Mayor.  Many perceive this as going to far and 24% say his statements are not credible at all.  In fact, 

14% of the population believes Aguirre deserves credit for his stance on Sunroad, but find his comments 

directed at the Mayor less than 

credible.  So, even when he makes a 

good point, the way Aguirre makes it 

works against him. 

 

Aguirre’ job approval is higher in the 

south that it is north of Interstate 8.  

Like Sanders, Aguirre sustained a 

substantial drop in support among 
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northern residents.  The City Attorney’s image drop is dramatic - on the order of 7% less approval and 

13% more disapproval - he is now shockingly at a point where just as many north city residents 

disapprove of his job performance as approve of it.  It is very difficult to win a city-wide election without 

carrying the northern half.   

 

Unlike the Mayor, Aguirre’s approval rating remains unchanged among voters but has deteriorated 

among non-voters.  While 43% of non-voters approve of his performance, a percentage unchanged since 

May, 29% now disapprove of his job performance, up from a mere 10% two months ago.  Like Sanders, 

Aguirre registered a similar drop in approval among moderate conservatives, but this was partially offset 

by improvement among those in the middle of the ideological spectrum.  Impressions of Aguirre also 

sank among women, newcomers to San Diego and middle income residents.  He remains well-liked by 

lower income residents.   

 
The Sanders/Aguirre Rift 
 
The fissures created by the public rift between Sanders and Aguirre become manifest in this installment 

of the Barometer.  Those who had strongly approved of Aguirre’s performance back in May were also 

some of Sanders’ biggest supporters; 74% of them approved of the job the Mayor was doing.  After all, 

the Mayor and the City Attorney appeared to be on the same team.  But now 20% of those strong 

Aguirre boosters have peeled away from Sanders and only 54% approve -- while 37% disapprove -- of 

the Mayor’s job performance.  The same is true in the other camp.  Sanders’ strongest supporters – who 

had generally been voicing approval of Aguirre – have begun to have second thoughts about the City 

Attorney.  In May, 59% of those strong Sanders supporters had also supported Aguirre, but two friction-

filled months later the survey shows that only 47% of them think Aguirre is doing a good job and 41% 

disapprove of his performance.  
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The CityΩǎ CƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ {ƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΥ aŀȅΩǎ tƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ .ƭƛǇ ¢ǳǊƴǎ hǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ Wǳǎǘ ¢Ƙŀǘ 

 

Slightly more than one-in-five residents 

characterize the city’s financial condition as 

improving.  In contrast, one-in-four say things 

are getting worse.  This is a marked reversal 

from the upward spike we saw in May.  It is 

interesting to note that while the city’s 

budget was being debated, optimism on the 

financial front was high.  Now, with the 

budget issues a springtime memory, that is 

gone.   

 

Those who have more confidence in how the local economy is performing and those who trust 

government are more inclined to cast things in a positive light.  On the other hand, African-Americans 

tend to be more negative on the city’s finances.   
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Among voters, the financial situation looks significantly worse now than it did two months ago.  Back 

then, 32% of voters saw things as improving; now that has dropped to 22%.  Non-voters, on the other 

hand, showed a significant up-tick in the trend.  Again, voters pay closer attention to local 

developments, and negativity here may be bleeding off from the Sunroad situation.  In addition, voters 

may be forecasting a financial impact to the Sunroad issue.   

 

The financial trend took a beating among strongly conservative residents.  In May they had been leading 

the optimism that was brimming on the fiscal front as 44% of them saw things as improving.  Now only 

15% feel that way.  Upper income residents have generally moved away from characterizing the city’s 

finances as improving.  Only 21% believe that to be the case now and 22% say things are getting worse.  

Whites and more educated San Diegans also tend to see the financial situation as more dire now than 

they did two months ago.   

 
Civic Mood:  Optimism Continues to Fade 

 

The percentage of people believing the city is 

moving in the right direction has slid to below 

50%, while those who think things are on the 

wrong track now comprise 35% of the 

population.  With 46% saying things are 

headed in the right direction, we are nowhere 

near the “bad ol’ days” of 2005, but the 

downward trend is real.   

 

One of the culprits here is the Sunroad issue and the Mayor’s handling of it.  Those who credit the 

Mayor in this situation tend to be significantly more satisfied with the city’s direction.  Unfortunately, 

5% more San Diegans blame the Mayor a lot than give the him a lot of credit and this exerts downward 

pressure on the overall civic mood.  Trust in local government is also fairly low and there is evidence that 

this is a by-product of the Sunroad situation.  With trust low, residents tend to become disheartened 

and the mood sours.   
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Another finding that might be related to Sunroad:  those on the north side are equally likely to consider 

things as being on the wrong track (41%) as headed in the right direction (41%), while those south of 

Interstate 8 continue to be more optimistic.  This is a significant turnaround since May when 51% on the 

north side thought things were going well.  

 

48
41

28

48
51

36

30

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

May 2007 July 2007

P
er

ce
n

t o
f a

d
u

lt
s

Civic Mood by Area

Right Direction 
(North City)

Wrong Track 
(North City)

Right Direction 

(South City)

Wrong Track 
(South City)

 
 
Registered voters have really soured on the state of the city with only 41% now saying things are headed 

in the right direction matched by 40% saying things are on the wrong track.  The intensity is on the 

negative side as 27% strongly believe things are on the wrong track and only 12% strongly feel the city is 

headed in the right direction.  Two months ago those numbers were 22% and 18% respectively, so the 

swing has been dramatic.   
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Whites are now more likely to characterize things as headed down the wrong track than going in the 

right direction.  This is a startling turnabout since May when 53% said things were going well and only 

32% were negative about the city’s direction.  Now only 40% say things are heading the right way and 

42% think they are on the wrong track. On the other hand, English-speaking Hispanics are more inclined 

to now say things are on the right track. 

 
The City Council:  Short-Term Stability 
 
Forty-two percent now approve of the job the 

City Council is doing while 36% disapprove.  

Though disapproval has remained steady over 

the past six months, approval has dropped 8% 

from 50% in January. The slide from May to 

July was 5% which is not statistically 

significant.  

 

Lower income, younger residents and 

ideological liberals tend to give the Council 

higher evaluations than more affluent, older and conservative residents.  The Council’s job performance 

is tied somewhat to the overall mood in the city.  Therefore, as the general mood darkens – whether 

due to Council action or not – approval of the Council will tend to decrease. 
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Being an elected body – rather than a single elected official – opinions of the Council tend to be more 

stable than the Mayor’s and City Attorney’s.  That is the case this month, as the only significant 

movement we measured came from only one sub-group:  residents north of I-8.  More residents north 

of I-8 now disapprove than approve of the Council’s job performance.   

 
(Dis)Trust in San Diego City Government 
 
This month’s Barometer included 

a question used in the National 

Election Studies in an effort to 

gauge the level of trust in San 

Diego city government.  As the 

chart shows, the national figures 

we have for 2004 (the most 

recent available) show far more 

trust in the federal government 

then than there is now locally. Only about one-third of San Diego residents currently trust their city 

government.   

 

In addition to asking the trust question early in the survey, we asked it after the Sunroad questions to 

measure the effect of respondents being reminded of that issue.  There is a clear effect, as only 23% in 

the post-Sunroad question trust San Diego city government most of the time or always.  Further, we find 

that those who had not seen, read or heard anything about the Sunroad dispute are much more trusting 

of local government.  The Sunroad situation has served to decrease trust.   
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Trust in government has a lot to do with ethnicity.  We find that those who took the survey in Spanish 

are much more likely than others to trust San Diego city government.  Fifty-five percent trust it most of 

the time or always.  On the other hand, African-Americans are more distrustful, with a paltry 11% saying 

they trust it most of the time or nearly always.   

 

How Big is the Sunroad Building Story? 

 

Most residents have seen, read or heard some information regarding this issue and 41% have seen a lot.  

On the other hand, 30% have been exposed to nothing at all about the dispute.  

 

The amount of information a resident has received 

on this topic is largely a function of how old a person 

is.  Older residents are far more likely to report 

exposure to the Sunroad dispute, with a whopping 

two-thirds saying they have seen, read or heard a lot 

about it.  On the other hand, 74% of 18 to 24 year-

olds have seen, read or heard nothing on the topic!  

Among 25 to 44 year-olds, one-third have been 

exposed to nothing and fewer than one-third have 

seen, read or heard a lot.   
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Low income residents have also received much less information on the Sunroad dispute and 48% have 

heard nothing about it.  On the other hand, homeowners tend to be far more informed on this subject 

with 56% saying they have heard, read or seen a lot about it.  These relationships most likely speak to 

how information gathering and interest vary by age, homeownership and income in the 21st century.  

Younger residents are no doubt less interested than older folks in a building that exceeds height limits, 

but they are also less inclined to get their news from traditional sources such as the newspaper.  Budget 

conscious low income residents and renters tend to find newspaper subscriptions unaffordable.  Poorer 

residents may also be less interested in a spat that involves a multi-millionaire developer.  All this serves 

as a barrier to information among these segments of the population.   

 

The Barometer also shows that exposure to the Sunroad dispute is linked to trust in city government.  

Those with higher degrees of trust have generally seen, read or heard little or nothing about the 

situation, while 44% of those who distrust local government or only trust it some of the time have been 

exposed to a lot of Sunroad information.  Either distrustful people seek out information on issues like 

Sunroad, or the situation is spawning a large amount of distrust.   

 

Dovetailing with much of the findings detailed above, those north of I-8 are much more likely to report 

seeing a lot of information about the dispute.  Since the project itself is on the north side of town, it 

seems very likely that folks there have driven by the building which in turn sparks greater interest in the 

issue.  This helps explain why Sanders’ and Aguirre’s job approval ratings have suffered in the north and 

have remained stable in the south.   
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How Serious is the Sunroad Issue?:  Something of a Tempest in a Teapot 

 

Of those who have seen, read or heard something 

about the Sunroad issue, fewer than half describe 

the issue as very or extremely serious for the city 

of San Diego.  Those residents who are aware of 

the dispute most commonly label it “somewhat 

serious”, and about one-in-six do not consider it 

serious.  When it is considered that another 30% 

know nothing about the Sunroad situation, this is 

generally not the white-hot issue some may 

characterize it as.  Even among voters, fewer than 

40% consider this to be a very or extremely 

serious issue.   

 

We do find that older residents, especially the elderly, consider Sunroad to be much more serious than 

do younger residents.  More than half of those over the age of 74 say this is at least a very serious issue.  

Since older residents tend to be more likely to go to the polls, it is possible that Sunroad could be an 

issue in the June primary.  But that is a year away and, though the elderly tend to believe the situation is 

very serious, those under 74 are much less likely to raise it to that level of concern.   

 

Other groups who tend to see the Sunroad issue as more serious include, Asian-Americans, whites and 

those with more education.   

 

The Blame Game:  Developer is seen as Top Culprit 

 

Fifty-seven percent put a lot of blame for the situation on the developer, Sunroad Enterprises, itself.  

Only 14% give Sunroad a lot of credit for resolving the situation and, taken together, those results clearly 

show that the developer is perceived as the “bad guy.”  And things get worse for the developer when we 

isolate those who have been paying the most attention to the issue and, separately, those who believe 
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the issue is extremely serious.  Forty-one percent of those who have received a lot of information 

regarding the dispute blame the developer entirely and give it no credit for helping resolve the issue.  

Fifty-five percent of those who think the situation is extremely serious, fall into the same category.  So 

those “in the know” on this issue are pointing the finger at Sunroad.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Though Mayor Sanders comes in for a share of the blame, he also gets some credit as well and the 

picture for him is more muddled.  Overall, only 6% give Sanders all the blame and no credit, but 4% give 

him all the credit and none of the blame.  That puts 90% of San Diegans in the middle, indicating that the 

vast majority of residents take a nuanced view of the situation as it relates to the Mayor.  Among those 

who see the problem as extremely serious, 13% entirely blame the Mayor; a far cry from the 55% in this 

category who blame Sunroad Enterprises. 

 

The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) gets little blame and a moderate amount of credit for its role 

in the matter.  Nine percent give the FAA full credit while only 4% give it the entire blame.  Again, a huge 

majority of San Diegans fall somewhere in between giving some credit and some blame to the non-

developers we tested.  Among those who think the problem is extremely serious, however, the FAA 

does much better.  Twenty-six percent in this group give it a lot of credit and none of the blame while 

only 4% lay a lot of blame at its feet and give it no credit. 

 

City Attorney Mike Aguirre tends to emerge as the most positive force of the four we tested.  Twelve 

percent assign full credit to him for helping resolve the situation, while 4% say he deserves a lot of 

blame and no credit.  Since Aguirre is the city official who has been calling attention to the matter, it is 

not surprising that those who see this as an extremely serious city issue are more inclined to give him 

credit.  Twenty-eight percent in this group give him full credit, and another 33% give the City Attorney 
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partial credit.  The results are only slightly less robust among those who see this issue as very serious.  

So, among those who take the Sunroad issue seriously, Aguirre is clearly doing the best job of all.  In 

contrast, the mountain-out-of-a-mole-hill segment (those who feel the Sunroad dispute is not an issue 

at all) tend to blame him for over-reaching.  Nineteen percent in this group fully blame him for the 

incident.   

 

Aguirre also gets much more credit than blame from older residents, with 23% of those over 54 years 

old assigning him full credit for his actions.   

 
City Hall Battlefield: Aguirre versus Sanders 

 

At the height of the dispute over the Sunroad building, the City Attorney accused the Mayor’s office of 

favoring Sunroad because it was a contributor to the Sanders campaign and other Mayoral causes.  The 

Mayor replied to Aguirre’s charges of corruption by asserting that no laws had been broken and that 

Aguirre’s claims were politically motivated.  On balance, San Diegans side with the Mayor.  Overall, just 

12% find Aguirre’s statements to be very credible, while 16% find the Mayor’s defense very credible.  

Thirty-four percent say Sanders’ rebuttal has no credibility at all or are unsure about it, but 41% say the 

same thing about Aguirre’s attack.  By so publicly and harshly taking on the popular Mayor, Aguirre has 

undone the positive momentum he acquired from pursuing the Sunroad case.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conservatives, especially, are off-put by Aguirre’s assertions.  Thirty-five percent of those on the right 

side of the ideological spectrum say his statements are not credible at all, while only 5% say they are 
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very credible.  His credibility among liberals is better, but still, only 16% on the left side rate his attack on 

the Mayor as very credible. 

 

Things get really interesting when we examine perceived credibility by seriousness of the issue.  

Aguirre’s statements do tend to be found more credible by folks who take the issue more seriously.  But 

this is Aguirre’s “wheelhouse” where he should be perceived as beyond reproach, yet one quarter of 

these residents say his charges are not credible at all.  Among those who say the issue is only somewhat 

serious – where the lions share of the residents currently are – only 8% find Aguirre’s statement very 

credible.   

 

The Mayor’s defense plays a little weaker with those who characterize the Sunroad situation as a big 

problem for the city, but his credibility is much stronger with those who see the issue as only somewhat 

serious or less.  Among registered voters 32% find Sanders’ defense as more credible than Aguirre’s 

attack, while 28% see it the opposite way.  It’s close, but the advantage goes to Sanders.   


