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CLASS OF 2015

Catryn Fowler, who emigrated to the U.S. 15 years ago from Estonia and built a
successful real estate career, is typical of our award winners — individuals with bright
minds and community spirit. Here she’s with daughters Emily, left, and Carolyna on
a tennis day. STORY ON PAGE 20.
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COMMERCIAL REAL ESTATE

The Legal Side of Commercial Real Estate
Opper & Varco helping to shape Downtown San Diego sy sydnie moore

When a new project emerges in Downtown San Diego, there’s a very
good chance Opper & Varco LLP had a hand in it. According to Richard
Opper, a partner with the Downtown law firm, his firm has “touched al-
most every new project in Downtown San Diego — representing either
the city, the developers or property owners.”

Opper’s longtime partner, Suzanne Varco, concurs. “We are working on,
and have worked on, many key San Diego developments, as well as urban
projects throughout California,”with a local workload including Downtown
properties such as Strata, Diamond Terrace, Urbana, Alliance and Pinnacle.

The firm — known for its commercial real estate, environmental and
land use practice — is celebrating its 10th anniversary this year, and over
that time has played a key role in the ever-evolving landscape of urban
San Diego.

With extensive experience in court and “on the ground,” Opper & Varco
handles the gamut of litigation related to real estate investing, develop-
ment, design, building, and environmental consulting. The firm’s partners
specialize in redevelopment challenges and policy issues, environmental
law, regulatory and transactional advice, and litigation services for cost re-
covery, CEQA and other environmental claims.

Representing both public and private clients, Opper & Varco is cur-
rently involved in many high-profile local projects, among them the
Bayfront development master plan for Chula Vista, which will transform
more than 550 acres of underused industrial bayfront property into a
world-class residential and resort destination.

A graduate of UCLA School of Law, Opper caught the commercial
real estate bug while working as executive director of the historic Old Sash
Mill in Santa Cruz, a turn-of-the-century saw and sash mill he helped
transform into a dynamic shopping hub.

He embarked on a legal career as a legal assistant in Guam, and even-
tually became attorney general of the U.S. territory. After moving back to
San Diego in 1987, he delved into the rigors of environmental law. “I
worked in a series of large corporate law firms with huge offices, which I
eventually learned wasn't for me.”

So he set his sights on working more independently. In 2003, Opper
joined forces with current partners Suzanne Varco, a long-time environ-
mental attorney who had run her own firm since 1996, and Linda Beres-
ford, who had worked with Opper at McKenna & Cuneo.

The trio hit the ground running — laying the groundwork for one of
San Diego’s most iconic projects, Petco Park. “The city of San Diego con-
tacted us about 10 years ago to do litigation related to environmental clean
up in an abandoned Downtown warehouse district,” Opper recalls. “Tt was
a complex project involving a lot of litigation, strategizing with govern-
ment agencies and coordinating clean up actions with the land acquisi-
tion,” he says. “It was three dimensional chess, but we got it done
successfully.” The end result was not only Petco Park — home of the San
Diego Padres — but a bustling new East Village neighborhood complete
with hotels, retails, condos, restaurants and parking structures.

The firm’s hard work on that landmark project resulted in a 2005
Phoenix award — a national award which honors those who solve envi-
ronmental challenges facing once blighted areas — based on its positive
impact on a previously neglected area of San Diego.

More recently, the firm lent its expertise to another Phoenix award-
winning project, the Marina Gateway Hotel and Commercial project in
National City, a new community hub which was once the site of unsightly
auto salvage yards and slaughterhouses.

Varco, a USD School of Law graduate who specializes in real estate
transactions involving environmental issues, agrees that her firm has played
a pivotal role in Downtown urban renewal and notes that her firm’s serv-
ices are a core component of the commercial real estate development
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process. Unfortunately, “historic urban areas are often contaminated. Any
time you build on or redevelop these areas, you have to examine and deal
with these issues.”

Downtown San Diego, in particular, is a hotbed of environmental prob-
lems, since years ago there were no regulations related to dumping of
chemicals, underground storage or trash disposal. As an example, she ex-
plains, “In the late 1800s there was no trash collection, people simply
burned their trash, which over the years contaminated the soil with lead
and other hazardous substances.”

According to Varco, clients rely on her firm to help them navigate a
myriad of time consuming hurdles related to commercial real estate
transactions, among them grant funding, environmental litigation and
appeals, insurance coverage and recovery, and many other complex reg-
ulatory concerns.
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