
Daley Ranch acquisition culminated years of 
efforts and battles 

By Jerry Harmon, FODR President and Former Mayor 

In the early 1970s, no one could have imaged that the City of 
Escondido could one day own the 3000+ acres of land known as 
Daley Ranch. It was a long battle fighting the development interests to 
finally preserve it as open space! 
 
Daley Ranch was a large landholding of the Daley family that had its 
origins in 1869 when Robert Daley homesteaded the first 600 acres.   
 
In the late 70s, an inquiry was made by the property owners for 
annexation to the City for the purpose of housing development. 
 
At that time, the proposal was to build 600 homes with no connection 
to the City sewer system. However, that proposal was withdrawn due 
to the concern of ground water contamination from so many septic 
systems. Lake Dixon, a drinking water source, was just a short 
distance downstream. 
 
Next came proposals in the early 80s for the connection of the Ranch 
to the City sewer system and building 3000+ homes. 
 
The Escondido City Council in the 1970s and 80s had a 4-1 majority 
that favored development interests and gave serious consideration to 
such proposals. I was the one no vote against many such proposals 
during my 25 years on the council from 1974 to 1998.  Fortunately, 
recession in the 80s stalled the ranch projects. 
 
In 1988, the City Council was flipped from a pro-growth majority to a 
growth-management majority by voters electing two other growth-
management proponents to the council. Those two had campaigned 
to bring sensible land use planning and control to the rapid growth 
that Escondido had experienced up until that time. 
 
As a result of the 1988 election and subsequent passage by voters of 
“The Growth Management and Neighborhood Protection Act,” Prop S, 
championed by the Escondido Chamber of Citizens (ECOC) and which 
turned over control of land use changes to the voters of Escondido, 
many development interests reconsidered their plans for land 
speculation in our city.  This new direction greatly relieved the City 
from the pressure of uncontrolled development. 
 
Under the growth-management majority council, City staff adjusted 
the plans for rapid development to a more sensibly-planned approach. 
 In 1988, I broached the idea to a member of the Daley family that the 
City purchase the ranch property and preserve it
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Daley Ranch Acquisition continued from page one:  
After I was elected mayor in 1990, the City started to strategize ways to purchase and preserve Daley 
Ranch and came up with the creative plan of purchasing the 3000+ acre ranch with money from the City 
sewer fund (which is a story for another time).  Over the next few years, with the help of The Trust for Public 
Land serving as an intermediary, we were able to solidify the $21 million purchase in 1997. 
 
Over time, the 3000+ acres of open space preserve and conservation bank will pay for itself 
five times over as mitigation credits are sold to offset environmental damage done to other locations. 
 
Today, numerous hikers, bikers and horse riders enjoy the 25 miles of trails on the preserve. It also serves 
as habitat for many biologically important flora and fauna species. The preservation of Daley Ranch was 
one of the first in North County open space preservation efforts, which has inspired many subsequent 
acquisitions of open space.   
 
The Rancho Guejito, seven miles east of Escondido, is the last Mexican land grant still in a single parcel. It 
is a 22,000-acre property that needs to be preserved. Several open space acquisitions have been made 
near Rancho Guejito, and these will eventually connect together.  These preservation efforts will provide 
open space in north San Diego County for generations to come.
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Meet the new Daley caretakers! 

 Hidden behind the oaks across from the Ranch House lies the new “home” of Daley Ranch’s live-in 
caretakers, the Brights. Zach and Deb, both 32, moved their small Ram conversion van onto the site behind the 
restroom facilities, and with hook-ups, live there full time with daughter Abby and small dog Lady. They feel 
extremely lucky to be in such a beautiful setting, happy to take on various duties serving Daley Ranch. 
 The Brights welcome visitors, and look forward to meeting the diverse mix of hikers, bikers and equestrians 
who enjoy Daley Ranch. Their agreement with the City of Escondido gives them use of the van site, including 
utilities, in exchange for 20 hours of volunteer work, Wednesdays through Saturdays.  
 Tasks include trail maintenance, and cleaning 
restrooms and parking areas. But they also hope to 
assist rangers in opening up the Ranch House to the 
public more often than the current Second Sundays, 
and possibly opening up the Dixon Lake rock climbing 
area to more visitors. Zach, a skilled craftsman, is 
currently rebuilding the trail marker signs and 
repairing plant signs. 
 The couple are open to additional ways they 
can serve Daley Ranch. For example, they recently 
shadowed the San Diego Mountain Bike Association, 
ferrying tools and equipment to help work on trails. 
They are also eagerly learning about the history and 
legacy of Daley Ranch, so they will be better able to 
enrich visitors’ experience. 
 For Deb, getting to live at Daley Ranch is a sort 
of homecoming. Growing up in Escondido and 
attending Calvin Christian High School, she regularly 
hiked here and loved her time in the natural setting. 
While trekking at Daley Ranch a few years ago she met 
Zach, an avid rock climber, hiker and fisherman, and 
their common quest for outdoor adventure led to 
marriage four years ago. They also enjoy line dancing, 
and they have part ownership of a race horse, Spun 
Beautiful, who they laughingly say is not yet a good 
bet, though he did once take fourth place at the track. 
 Besides her tasks at Daley Ranch, Deb works 
remotely for Thermo Fisher as a public relations and 
communications manager. She specializes in transplant 
diagnostics, connecting donors with recipients. This 
mission-driven pursuit takes her on the road a couple 
times a month to meet new clients. Deb has multiple 
degrees, including a bachelors in biology and 
communications, a masters in infectious diseases and 
immunology, a second masters in interdisciplinary studies in bio-med, and she is currently working on a doctorate in 
strategic communication.  
 Zach grew up in a rural area near Buffalo, NY, finding work planting orchards and on farms, doing all sorts of 
strenuous jobs. He eventually found an aptitude for the entertainment business, and moved to Nashville. He 
worked as a lighting director, then recording engineer, next live sound, and finally he went on the road doing 
concert lighting for five years. When one of his tours took him to North County, he met Deb, and decided his days as 
a roadie were ended, settling down in Escondido. 
 A cancer survivor, Zach has faced tough challenges. He developed sarcoma ewing cancer at ages 9 and 11, 
permanently losing a section of arm muscle to the disease. At age 25, Zach contracted colon cancer, but beat it. 
Through it all, he maintains a positive attitude, and still loves all the outdoor activities that brought him and Deb 
together. 
 Abby is a kindergartner, and lives half-time in her special bedroom space in the cab of their van. She is 
bright, energetic, plays video game Mario Cart, and loves the beautiful setting of their new home. Zach and Deb 
see their tenure at Daley Ranch as an interim stay, while they plan their new container home on 20 rural acres they 
purchased in Ramona. Their property has golden eagles and peregrine falcons, among many other native species. 
 Meanwhile, Deb and Zach hope to meet you up at their new digs on Daley Ranch! 



  
Our Mission

The mission of the Friends of Daley Ranch is to 
support and promote the City of Escondido's efforts to 
protect and maintain Daley Ranch Conservation Bank 
habitats and wildlife. Our goals are to:
    * Educate the next generation of Environmental 
Stewards and provide service-learning opportunities 
that supplement our educational programming.
    * Develop and implement enhancement projects 
that support the conservation of Daley Ranch.
    * Cultivate relationships with sister organizations 
and encourage responsible recreational 
opportunities at Daley Ranch.

                     Volunteer Opportunities                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Contact Kathy Boyd at 760 839-4345 to volunteer for Bike 
Patrol, Horse Patrol, or Trail Maintenance

Contact Denise Harter at denisetracks@gmail.com for Daley 
Trackers                                                                                                                                

    Hike Schedule                                                                                                                            
Call Ranger Station at 760 839-4680 for the schedule and also 
to sign up for a hike. The hike schedule is also available at 
www.escondido.org/daley-ranch-hikes.aspx                                                
                      Go Green                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
Email info@daleyranch.org  with FODR in the subject line 
to get this newsletter electronically.   

Friends of Daley Ranch
PO Box 461173
Escondido, Ca 92046-1173

Friends of Daley Ranch Membership: Renewals and Donations
Friends of Daley Ranch is a 501c(3) non-profit organization.  Your tax-deductible donation will be acknowledged by mail.

You may also donate online at daleyranch.org 

Name:_______________________________________  Phone:__________________

Mailing Address ______________________________________ City/Zi[p ________________________________

Email:  ____________________________       _____ Yes, send  me the paperless e-version of the newsletter.

 My Donation is for:   ___ Membership   ___ Building

I am a ___ New member   ___ Continuing member

Membership levels: ___$25 Senior /Student     ___  $50 Sponsoring     ___  $100 Contributor  ___  $250 Corporate  ____ $500 Benefactor   
____$1000 Lifetime 

My primary interests  in Daley Ranch are:  ___Conservation  ____Recorded History ____ Natural History   
__Hiking  __ Mountain Biking   __ Equestrian  ___ Other __________

Volunteer opportunities:  __ Newsletter editor  __ Fund raising  __Building Committee  ___ Education Committee
____Fund Raising Committee
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