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INTRODUCTION 

 

On May 5, 2008, Mayor Jerry Sanders directed the Chief Operating Officer to conduct an 

investigation into the permits issued to Blackwater USA for a facility in Otay Mesa.  On May 6, 

2008, the Chief Operating Officer requested the Internal Auditor to conduct an audit of the 

permits granted related to Blackwater’s operations at 7685 Siempre Viva Road.   

 

The audit objectives were to answer the following questions: 

 

• Did Blackwater misrepresent its identity or intended use of the facility located at 7685 

Siempre Viva Road, Otay Mesa Development District? 

• Did Development Services’ staff properly issue permits in compliance with codes and 

regulations for the Blackwater facility? 

• Is the designation of Vocational / Trade School appropriate for the Otay Mesa site? 

 

A detailed Audit Objectives, Scope and Methodology section is presented in Attachment I.  A 

detailed timeline of events in presented in Attachment II. 

 

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 

auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 

sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 

based on our audit objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis 

for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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BACKGROUND 

 

Blackwater Worldwide (Blackwater) 

 

Blackwater, formerly Blackwater USA, is a security services corporation that provides a 

multitude of security-related services, such as law enforcement training to government entities.  

Blackwater has plans to operate a training center in the City of San Diego to train U.S. Navy 

personnel.   Blackwater obtained a contract with the U.S. Navy to provide security training to 

Navy personnel, including the fundamentals of watch standing and the use of weapons.  

According to a Blackwater official, Blackwater has provided this type of training to 

approximately 2,500 Navy personnel in the San Diego area.  A Blackwater official indicated that 

in the past, this training was provided at American Shooting Center, located at 5590 Ruffin 

Road, San Diego.  However, according to the Blackwater official, a more realistic training site 

was needed to address the U.S. Navy training needs.   

 

In August 2007, E&J Holdings, a sister entity to Blackwater, leased a 61,599 square foot 

warehouse located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road in the Otay Mesa Development District of San 

Diego (zip code 95154).  Safchild Investments LLC owns the warehouse, which originally was 

completed in 2003 and occupied for a period by Hometex, Inc., a towel manufacturing company.  

The map that follows shows the location of the facility. 
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Location of 7685 Siempre Viva Road, San Diego, CA 

 

 
Source:  Google. 

 

In order to provide security training at the warehouse, Blackwater needed to modify the facility, 

including adding interior walls, installing air conditioning and exhaust systems, installing an 

indoor firing range, and constructing a shipboard simulator.  A Blackwater official stated that 

they planned to begin training at this site in June 2008. 
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Development Services Department 

 

The Development Services Department (DSD) is a Division of City Planning and Development, 

reporting to the Chief Operating Officer of the City.  DSD provides review, permit issuance, 

inspection, and code enforcement services for building and development projects throughout the 

City of San Diego.  

 

In the City of San Diego, the Land Development Code establishes the City’s planning, zoning, 

sub-division, and building regulations as documented in Chapters 11 to 15 of the Municipal 

Code.  The City of San Diego has adopted several codes, among them the Uniform Building, 

Mechanical and Plumbing, and National Electrical codes. In addition, there are federal, state and 

local laws that govern construction, such as those covering energy conservation. Reviewing and 

issuing building permits is a complex process requiring multiple disciplines to review the 

Municipal Code, zoning use, and plans prior to permit approval and issuance.  Contractors can 

begin work on projects once a permit for that work has been issued.  Several permits may be 

required for one project.  Once the contractor completes the work, the City inspects the project 

for compliance with the approved plans.  In the prior three fiscal years, Development Services 

staff has issued approximately 29,400 permits.   
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Did Blackwater Misrepresent Their Identity or Intended Use of the Facility? 
 

Allegations were made that Blackwater potentially used misleading names, such as Southwestern 

Law Enforcement to inappropriately disguise their identity or hide the intended use of the 

facility. We reviewed the building permit and business tax certificate applications that were filed 

for the Blackwater facility.  Based on this review, we determined that Blackwater did not 

misrepresent their identity.  Regarding the use of the facility, it was inconclusive if two of the 

applications submitted for the use of the facility were intentionally misrepresented or an 

oversight.   

 

Identity Recorded on Permit Applications 

 

In the City of San Diego, building permit applications do not require the name of the business 

owner.  According to the DSD Director, building permit approval is not based on the applicant or 

owner name.  Building permits are issued if the facility changes are permissible under the 

Municipal Code.  The Municipal Code Section 112.0102 permits either an owner, an agent of the 

owner, or a party with a legal interest to be named on the permit application.   

 

We found that building contractors submitted and signed all four applications for tenant 

improvements submitted for the subject property.  Blackwater did not complete, sign, or file any 

of the building permit applications, nor were they required to do so.  As shown on the next page, 

Noble Construction signed two of the applications; Rowen Electric completed one application, as 

did TSA Contracting.  

 

Use Listed on Permit Applications 

 

We found that Blackwater’s contractor Noble Construction incorrectly listed the use of the 

facility on the permit application as “Warehouse with offices,” and their contractor Rowen 

Electric incorrectly left the “use” question blank on a permit application.  However, there were 

two other permit applications completed near the same time period that did indicate the use was 

for “Training.”  We could not determine if the incorrect or missing information on the 

applications for projects 138862 and 140766 was intentionally misrepresented or an oversight.  
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Building Permit Applications Associated With 7685 Siempre Viva Road 

Project 
Number 

Application 
Date 

Property 
Owner/Lessee 
Tenant Name 

Property 
Owner or 
Lessee / 
Tenant  

Applicant Project 
Description 

Proposed 
Use 

138862 9/5/07 

Southwest Law 
Enforcement 

Training 
Enterprises 

Lessee / 
Tenant 

Noble 
Construction 
Consultants 

44 feet of 
Partitions in 

existing 
office space 

Warehouse 
with 

offices 

140766 10/1/07 Blank Blank 
Noble 

Construction 
Consultants 

Install air 
conditioning 
and exhaust 

Training 

140766 2/7/08 
Safchild 

Investments 
LLC 

Property 
Owner 

Rowen 
Electric 

Electrical 
tenant 

improvement 
Blank 

150059 2/7/08 
Raven 

Development 
Group 

Lessee / 
Tenant 

TSA 
Contracting 

Inc. 

Add indoor 
firing range 

Training 
facility 

 

Source:  Development Services Department. 

 

We should also note that the building plans associated with project number 138862 identified the 

project title as, “Southwest Law Enforcement Training Enterprises.” According to a Blackwater 

official, Blackwater was originally planning to use Southwest Law Enforcement as a sub-

contractor to its predecessor American Shooting Center.  According to the Blackwater official 

they were unable to come to terms with Southwest Law Enforcement Training Enterprises, so 

they decided to proceed with the project without them.    

 

Recommendation: 

1. DSD should ensure permits are not approved unless the permit application includes all 
required information (i.e. “Property Owner or Lessee Tenant” and “Proposed Use”).  
Applicants should not be allowed to leave sections of the application blank.   

 

Business Tax Certificate 

 

All businesses operating in the City of San Diego are required to obtain a business tax certificate. 

On their business tax certificate application, as shown on the following page, Blackwater 

indicated its primary business activity at the facility would be security training for the U.S. Navy, 
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specifically to conduct a course called, “Ship Reactionary Force Basic” (SRF-B).1  The business 

tax certificate application was dated February 6, 2008.  Based on this we determined that 

Blackwater did not misrepresent their identity.  In our opinion, the business tax certificate 

application is direct evidence that Blackwater represented to the City their intent to operate a 

training facility at the address. 

 

Blackwater City of San Diego Business Tax Application 

 
 Source: City of San Diego. 

                                            
1 A description and the content of this course is available on the internet at www.fbodaily.com/archive/2008/04-
April/11-Apr-2008/FBO-01550258.htm. 
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Did Development Services’ Staff Properly Issue Permits for 7685 Siempre 

Viva Road?  

 

Questions have been raised whether DSD properly issued permits for the Blackwater facility.  

We reviewed the Municipal Code, the City Attorney’s opinion, and interviewed DSD staff, as 

well as Blackwater officials.  Based on this review we determined that DSD staff had the 

authority under Municipal Code Section 111.0205 to classify Blackwater’s use of the building as 

a vocational / trade school.  Although the Municipal Code states that the subject matter taught at 

the vocational / trade school must be related to a use permitted within the Industrial Sub-district, 

the Municipal Code does not address whether the subject matter should be directly or indirectly 

related to the use.   

 

Classification as Vocational / Trade School 
 

DSD staff had the authority under the Municipal Code to classify Blackwater’s use of the 

building as a vocational / trade school.   

 

• Section 111.0205 states that the City, without a public hearing, is authorized to make a 

determination of the proper usage.2 

 

• Section 131.0620(e) states that for any use that cannot be readily classified, the City 

Manager shall determine the appropriate use category and use subcategory upon request 

of the applicant or property owner.   

 

In our opinion, based on this code language, DSD has the authority to classify the use of the 

facility as vocational / trade school.  DSD classified the American Shooting Center, another 

shooting range located in the City, as a vocational / trade school.  Vocational / trade school, a 

permitted use, may be approved or denied by staff in accordance with a process one review.  

Process one applies to construction permits including Building Permits, Electrical Permits, 

                                            
2 SDMC 111.0205 states the City Manager may designate a staff member to make an impartial decision, without a 
public hearing, on a permit, map or other matter in accordance with the decision making procedures of the Land 
Development Code. 
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Plumbing or Mechanical Permits, Demolition/Removal Permits, Grading Permits, Public Right-

of-Way Permits, and Sign Permits.3     

 

However, the Municipal Code states that instruction at the vocational / trade schools should be 

related to a use permitted in the Otay Mesa Development District (OMDD).4  We reviewed the 

following communications pertaining to how the use related to other industries in the industrial 

zone: 

 

• The Development Service Director’s memo dated April 24, 2008 (Attachment III) 

• Email from Development Services Senior Planner dated May 12, 2008 (Attachment IV) 

• The City Attorney’s Memo dated May 16, 2008 (Attachment V) 

• Blackwater’s Letter to Mr. Luna dated May 16, 2008 (Attachment VI) 

• Blackwater’s Letter to Mayor Jerry Sanders dated May 19, 2008 (Attachment VII) 

 

The Municipal Code states that instruction at the vocational / trade schools should be related to a 

use permitted in the Otay Mesa Development District (OMDD).  However, the Municipal Code 

does not state if the subject taught should be directly or indirectly related to a permitted use.  

Further, the Municipal Code does not indicate how security training should be classified.  A 

DSD official informed us that:  

 

“The facility will be providing training for uses allowed in the zone.  The project 
proposes security, law enforcement and/or military training.  Security guard type uses 
would be classified as a business support use.  Business support uses are permitted in the 
OMDD by SDMC 1517.0301(a)(7).  There are many examples of security guards at other 
properties in Otay Mesa that have the same zoning designation.  Law enforcement and 
military uses are classified within the government office use category.  Government 
offices are permitted in the OMDD by SDMC 1517.0301(a)(1).” 

 

                                            
3 SDMC 129.0102 and 129.0107. 
4 SDMC 1517.0301 lists the uses permitted within the Industrial Sub-district. 
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On the other hand, the City Attorney indicated that “neither a shooting range nor law 

enforcement/security training operation clearly qualify or fall within any of the permitted uses of 

the IH-1-1 or IH-2-1 zones.”5     

 

The complexity and lack of clarity for certain sections of the Municipal Code contribute to these 

differing interpretations.  In our opinion, the City should develop a process for reviewing and 

approving projects that may be subject to interpretation or the Municipal Code may not clearly 

define the use.   At a minimum, the process should include notifying the Chief Building Official 

of the project and requiring final sign-off.  Further, the City should regulate the location of law 

enforcement or security training related facilities to facilitate future land-use decisions. 

 

Recommendations: 

2. The City’s Chief Building Official and City Attorney should review the additional 
information provided in the attachments of this report to determine the correct course of 
action regarding the permits issued for the facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road.    

 
3. DSD should implement a process for reviewing and approving projects that may be 

subject to interpretation or the Municipal Code may not clearly define the use. 
 

4. The City should add regulations for law enforcement and security training facilities in the 
Municipal Code.  

 

Additional Issues that Came to Our Attention During the Course of Our Audit 

 

During our audit, we also reviewed and identified issues related to firearms, the Hazardous 

Materials Questionnaire, DSD’s documentation retention, the Certificate of Occupancy, and a 

non-permitted structure.   

   

Firearms 

 

During our audit, we identified issues with the discharge of firearms at target or shooting ranges. 

We reviewed the Municipal Code for regulations pertaining to the firing of firearms within the 

City limits.  Municipal Code section 53.10 states “It is the purpose and intent of the Council of 
                                            
5 SDMC 131.0604 states that IH-1-1 and IH-2-1 zones are Industrial Heavy zones.  These zones are differentiated 
based on the uses allowed: IH-1-1 allows primarily manufacturing uses; IH-2-1 allows manufacturing uses with 
some office.  The Blackwater facility is located in zone IH-2-1. 



 

 11

the City of San Diego that firing of firearms and other explosives within the city limits be strictly 

regulated for the protection of all persons and property located in the City.” However, section (d) 

provides exceptions to this requirement.  These exceptions include:  

 

• Firearms fired under the authority of the United States or the State of California, and 

• Shooting galleries or target ranges. 

 

The City Attorney stated the shooting gallery exception listed above does not apply to the 

Blackwater facility because “this exception does not include vocational or trade schools.”  

 

However, this section of the Municipal Code is not related to the Land Development Code, 

which establishes the zoning use and building regulations for permits issued by DSD.  In the City 

of San Diego, shooting galleries are regulated by the San Diego Police Department (SDPD).6  

The SDPD confirmed that a police permit was not required for Blackwater to operate as a firing 

range.    It is the responsibility of Blackwater Officials to contact the SDPD (Permits and 

Licensing Unit) to ensure they are in compliance with all local police regulations. 

 

Hazardous Materials Questionnaire 

 

In addition to the permit application for the indoor firing range, a “Hazardous Materials 

Questionnaire” was also submitted.  The permit applicant is to complete this questionnaire and 

the Fire Department staff reviews it during the Fire Plan check portion of DSD’s plan approval 

process.  Per the completed questionnaire, the applicant stated that the business will not “use, 

process, store or dispense” any “explosive or blasting agents.”    

 

The applicant signed the form on February 2, 2008, and a Fire Prevention Inspector completed 

the Fire Plan check on March 17, 2008.  However, the Fire Plan check was only approved after 

the applicant was required to note on the plans the following: “The storage and use of small arms 

ammunition must be in accordance with the requirements of Chapter 33 of the 2007 California 

Fire Code.”    

 
                                            
6 SDMC 33.1601. 
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This section of the 2007 California Fire Code provides exceptions for possession, storage and 

use of small arms ammunition when packaged in accordance with Department of Transportation 

packaging requirements.  We reviewed the plans and verified that the note was included. 

 

Additionally, the Fire Prevention Supervisor indicated that there were no areas of concern 

regarding the completed “Hazardous Materials Questionnaire” submitted for the indoor firing 

range.  He stated that the storage of ammunition is not uncommon as long as it was in 

compliance with the California Fire Code, and cited examples of vendors in the City of San 

Diego who stock ammunition for sale.  

 

We also noted that according to a Blackwater official, 100 percent lead-free ammunition will be 

used at the facility. 

 

Other Concerns 

 

DSD could not provide the following requested documentation during our review: 

 

• Original Certificate of Occupancy issued when building was completed in 2003. 

• Original approved plans for the indoor firing range. (Only the resubmitted plans are on 

file.) 

• Permit application for the construction of the ship simulator. 

 

During our review, DSD staff could not locate certain requested records.  Specifically, we 

requested the original approved plans for the indoor firing range (project 150059) and the 

Certificate of Occupancy for 7685 Siempre Viva Road.  DSD staff advised that they could not 

locate these records.  This raised concerns regarding DSD’s internal controls over their records 

retention.  We did not do any additional detailed testing to determine if controls over record 

retention are weak. 

 

The Municipal Code states that no structure shall be used or occupied, and no change in the 

existing occupancy classification of a structure or portion of a structure shall be made until the 
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Building Official has issued a Certificate of Occupancy approving the use for occupancy7.  DSD 

could not provide the original Certificate of Occupancy. 

 

We should also note that a permit was not obtained for the construction of the ship simulator at 

the facility, even though it was shown on the plans as a future structure to be built.  During a site 

visit of the facility, we took a photograph (Attachment VIII) of the structure and asked DSD if a 

permit was required to construct this structure.  DSD Inspection Supervisor advised that a permit 

is required and they have notified the contractor.   

 

Recommendations: 

5. DSD should clarify whether a Certificate of Occupancy was issued for the building.  If 
not, Development Services Code Enforcement should not allow any part of the building 
to be occupied until the certificate is issued. 

 
6. DSD should notify Blackwater in writing that training may not be conducted in any areas 

for which City permits have not been issued. 
 

7. DSD should determine the appropriate actions to be taken regarding the ship simulator 
structure that was built without an approved permit.      

 
8. DSD should take additional steps to locate missing records and review controls over 

records retention to ensure they are adequate. 

                                            
7 SDMC 129.0113 (a). 



 

Attachment I 

 

Audit Objectives, Scope, and Methodology  

 

The scope and objectives of our audit were to determine if 1) Blackwater misrepresented its 

identity or intended use of the facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road, Otay Mesa 

Development District; 2) Development Services was in compliance with codes and regulations in 

issuing the permits for the Blackwater facility; and 3) the designation of vocational / trade school 

for the Otay Mesa site was appropriate.  

 

The following audit procedures were used to achieve the audit objectives: 

• Reviewed Development Services’ on-line procedures available to the public for obtaining 

building permits.   

• Reviewed the Municipal Code regulations related to firearms, permit issuance and project 

development for the Otay Mesa Development District, Industrial Sub-district. 

• Contacted the San Diego Police Department to obtain information related to permit 

requirement for operating a firing range within the City of San Diego. 

• Performed a site visit of the facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road. 

• Interviewed Development Services, City Treasurer’s and Blackwater Worldwide staff. 

• Reviewed permit applications, project plans, print outs from Development Services’ 

Project Tracking System, and Business Tax Certificate information related to the facility 

located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road. 

• Met with City Attorney staff to discuss legal issues and they advised they are doing their 

own investigation and will be issuing a separate report. 

 

We evaluated specific internal controls related to the audit objectives.  Our review focused on the 

controls related to the issuance of specific permits for the facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva 

Road.  We did not perform in depth testing of the overall effectiveness of the internal controls 

related to Development Services permitting process.  Our conclusions on the effectiveness of the 

controls related to the particular permits that we reviewed are detailed in our audit report.  

 



 

  

  Attachment II

Timeline of Events Regarding Permits Issued for the Blackwater Facility 
  

Date Event Source 
8/14/2001 Application submitted by Master Development Corp. 

for "New Industrial Building" located at 7685 Siempre 
Viva Road.  
 
Total square feet of facility per submitted plans is 
61,599. 

Copy of Application and 
submitted plans 

9/5/2007 Application for tenant improvements submitted by 
Noble Construction Consultants, Inc. for "44 feet of 
new partition walls in existing office space" in facility 
located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road.  Existing use 
listed as "Warehouse with offices".  Proposed use 
listed as "Same (No Change)".   
 
Development Services Department (DSD) Project 
number - 138862 

Copy of Application 

9/5/2007 Hazardous Materials Questionnaire completed for 
project number 138862 by Noble Construction 
Consultants, Inc.  Questionnaire notes no hazardous 
materials. 

Copy of Hazardous 
Materials Questionnaire 

9/6/2007 DSD issues building permit for project number 
138862. 

Project Status Report from 
Project Tracking System 
(PTS) 

10/1/2007 Application for the installation of AC and exhaust 
submitted by Nobel Construction Consultants in the 
facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road.  Existing 
use listed as "warehouse".  Proposed use listed as 
"Training". 
 
DSD Project number - 140766 

Copy of Application 

10/1/2007 DSD issues mechanical permit for project number 
140766. 

Project Status Report from 
PTS 

2/7/2008 Application for electrical work submitted by Rowan 
Electric for "Electrical T.I." in facility located at 7685 
Siempre Viva Road.  No change in use per application.
 
DSD Project number - 140766 

Copy of Application 



 

  

  Attachment II

Timeline of Events Regarding Permits Issued for the Blackwater Facility 
 

Date Event Source 
2/7/2008 Application for construction permit submitted by TSA 

Contracting Inc. for "Add indoor firing range" in 
facility located at 7685 Siempre Viva Road.  Change in 
use noted from "Warehouse" to "Training Facility" 
with a total floor area of 5,000 square feet. 
 
DSD Project number – 150059 
 

Copy of Application 

2/7/2008 Hazardous Materials Questionnaire completed for 
project number 150059 by TSA Contracting Inc.  
Questionnaire notes no hazardous materials. 

Copy of Hazardous 
Materials Questionnaire 

2/8/2008 DSD issues electrical permit for project number 
140766. 

Project Status Report from 
PTS 

3/17/2008 Fire Plan Check completed with issues cleared for 
project number 150059.  Applicant to provide note on 
plans "The storage and use of small arms ammunition 
must be in accordance with the requirements of 
Chapter 33 of the 2007 California Fire Code." 

Project Issues - Cycle 11 
from PTS 

3/19/2008 DSD issues building permit for project number 
150059. 

Project Status Report from 
PTS 

3/28/2008 Business Tax Account created in business Treasurers’ 
Tax Collection System (TTCS) for Blackwater Lodge 
& Training Center, Inc. with business address of 7685 
Siempre Viva Road.  Application signed by Vice 
President on 2/6/08. 
 
Primary business activity per the Business Tax 
application is "Blackwater will conduct security 
training for the United States Navy". 

Screen Prints from TTCS 
and copy of Business Tax 
Application 

4/7/2008 DSD issues mechanical permit for project number 
150059. 

Project Status Report from 
PTS 

4/9/2008 DSD approves zoning clearance for Business Tax 
License for Blackwater Lodge & Training Center, Inc. 
at 7685 Siempre Viva Road. 

Screen Prints from TTCS 

 







Attachment IV 
 





























Attachment VIII 
 
 
 
 
Photograph of Ship Simulator at the Blackwater Facility 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 



Attachment IX 
 
 
 
 
Photograph of Blackwater Facility 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 








