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APPEAL STAFF REPORT  
SUBSTANTIAL ISSUE DETERMINATION 

Appeal number...............A-3-SLO-10-039, Main Street Bridge Replacement 

Applicant.........................San Luis Obispo County Public Works Department 

Appellant.........................Lynne Harkins 

Local government ..........San Luis Obispo County 

Local decision .................Approved by San Luis Obispo County on June 22, 2010 (Coastal 
Development Permit (CDP) DRC2009-00041). 

Project location ..............Bridge crossing (over Santa Rosa Creek) at and directly east of the Main 
Street/Santa Rosa Creek Road intersection in the community of Cambria. 

Project description .........Construction of a new 2-lane bridge and related elements (including abutment 
work, road approach modifications, and rip-rap along stream channel), 
removal of the existing 2-lane bridge (once the new bridge is finished), and 
restoration along former bridge alignment. 

File documents................Administrative record for San Luis Obispo County CDP DRC2009-00041; 
San Luis Obispo County Appeal Response (Additional Information dated 
January 12, 2011); San Luis Obispo County certified Local Coastal Program 
(LCP). 

Staff recommendation ...No Substantial Issue 

A.  Staff Recommendation 

1. Summary of Staff Recommendation 
San Luis Obispo County approved a CDP authorizing the County Public Works Department to replace 
the Main Street Bridge with a new bridge on a parallel alignment over Santa Rosa Creek in the 
community of Cambria. The County’s CDP action was appealed to the Commission, with the Appellant 
contending that the project does not meet LCP requirements for protecting and enhancing 
environmentally sensitive habitat area (ESHA)/Santa Rosa Creek, the scenic and visual character of the 
area, and public access. In sum, the Appellant contends that other alternative alignments and bridge 
designs would better protect coastal resources.  
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The San Luis Obispo County LCP requires the protection of scenic coastal areas, unique and attractive 
features of the landscape, unusual landforms, scenic vistas, and sensitive habitats. The LCP also 
contains a specific requirement for bridge construction over creeks requiring that an approved bridge 
project be the least environmentally damaging feasible alternative.  

The County indicates that the replacement bridge is necessary because the existing bridge does not meet 
the traffic and safety needs of the community. As described by the County, the existing bridge on Main 
Street is inadequate to provide safe passage over the long term. The bridge has been designated 
functionally obsolete by Caltrans under federal standards due to deck geometry and load capacity. The 
County has also raised concerns regarding public safety, citing evidence of bridge rail strikes by 
vehicles.  

The proposed project would replace the existing two lane 30-foot wide by 90-foot long T-girder bridge 
and center pier support (i.e., in the creek bed) with a 37.5-foot wide by 150-foot long cast-in-place 
concrete single span bridge (without any in-creek supports). In order to support the new clear span 
bridge, the project includes construction of abutments at the creek bank edge and the placement of rip-
rap to protect the abutments. The project also includes realignment of Main Street upstream of the 
existing bridge, realignment of the Main Street/Santa Rosa Creek intersection, as well as demolition and 
removal of the existing bridge after the new bridge is constructed. The former bridge location and areas 
surrounding the new bridge would be restored. 

According to the County’s environmental documents, project plans, and supplemental information, the 
project will temporarily disturb approximately 0.68 acres of stream habitat in and around the bridge 
area, and will require that 2 oak trees and 17 willows be removed. The project will also allow for 
existing abutments and supports that currently extend into the stream corridor to be removed, and for 
this area to be restored to a more natural stream geometry and vegetation community. Specifically, the 
project includes various restoration components, including removal of exotic plant species in the area, 
restoration of the area from which the old bridge would be removed, and extensive planting of natives in 
and around the project site. All told, habitat restoration and enhancement will occur over roughly an 
acre. Thus, although the proposed project will have some riparian corridor impacts, it will also result in 
some significant benefit; particularly in relation to removing the existing in-stream support column and 
pulling out the large area of abutment on either side of the creek bed that currently constrict Santa Rosa 
Creek at this location. 

The LCP contemplates and allows some level of stream habitat impacts for such a project. The key 
factor in this LCP analysis is determining the least environmentally damaging feasible alternative. At 
this site, the analysis boils down to two primary issues: 1) whether the replacement bridge can be 
located on the same alignment to potentially reduce impacts; and 2) abutment methods and the degree of 
abutment protection necessary.  

With respect to the question of alignment alternatives, information has been provided by the County 
demonstrating that the estimated linear stream channel and area of habitat impacts are comparable for 
each of the alignment alternatives considered (upstream, downstream, and existing alignment). Staff has 
reviewed this information and believes that it fairly represents potential impacts in each scenario, 
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including because construction access necessarily affects a larger area than any potential final alignment 
in all cases. Likewise, post-construction habitat restoration measures for each scenario will generally 
improve the overall habitat conditions in the area equally. As such, the County believes that the 
approved upstream alignment is the least environmentally damaging feasible alignment alternative. Staff 
generally agrees that the environmental impacts to habitat of each of the alignments appear to be similar, 
such that there is not an environmentally preferable siting alternative based solely on analyzing impacts 
to the stream and adjacent habitat from among the choices.   

Other project elements highlighted by the County in support of the upstream alignment include avoiding 
road closures and traffic control during construction, as well as improved roadway geometrics and 
access restrictions to adjacent properties for the completed project. According to the County, when all 
factors are considered, the selected upstream alignment is the least environmentally damaging feasible 
alignment, and also the project that best meets the overall community objectives. The County’s rationale 
in this respect appears sound, and Commission staff concurs that the proposed upstream alignment will 
result in fewer impacts to traffic and will avoid significant re-alignment of adjacent driveways, which 
would create environmental impacts of their own.  Thus, the proposed upstream alignment is the least 
environmentally damaging feasible alignment in this circumstance, consistent with the LCP. 

Given that determination, the next question is whether the County could use alternative bridge/abutment 
designs to further limit stream habitat impacts. The primary questions in this respect are whether to use 
rip-rap and lesser abutment structures (as proposed), or to use greater abutment structures without rip-
rap, including potentially using more substantial and deeper caissons located further away from the 
creek bank and requiring a longer span. In sum, the rip-rap abutment methodology, where the rip-rap is 
embedded in the creek bank and covered with soil and vegetated with riparian species, as proposed, 
appears to result in less habitat harm in the long run, and less coastal resource impacts overall. On this 
point staff notes that this issue has previously arisen for County bridge projects on appeal before the 
Commission, and that the County has demonstrated that it has been successful in integrating rip-rap 
covered in vegetation into similar creek environs. 

Thus, staff believes that the bridge siting and design is consistent with the LCP in terms of stream 
habitat issues. 

The Appellant also contends that the County-approved project is inconsistent with the shoreline access 
policies of the LCP because the County approved bridge design does not adequately foster pedestrian 
and bicycle use. In this case, the County evaluated a variety of access improvements to the bridge 
design. The County concluded that a 5-foot wide striped shoulder (Class II bikeway) was appropriate in 
this case. To reduce creek bank impacts the County reduced the overall bridge width by using 5-foot 
wide shoulders instead of 8-foot wide shoulders. There is no curb, gutter, or sidewalk on this stretch of 
Main Street and the County believes that pedestrian access on this bridge would not be safe. 
Commission staff has visited the site and concurs that given the inland location of the bridge (roughly 3 
miles from the shoreline) and various site constraints (sensitive habitats, steep slopes, narrow road 
prism, limited site lines, and higher traffic speeds in the area), it is not necessary to incorporate a 
dedicated pedestrian accessway on the bridge for LCP compliance. Main Street at this location is not a 
primary public recreational access corridor, and it is not likely to become an access corridor of the type 
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necessitating Class I dedicated pedestrian/bicycle components. On the contrary, this stretch of Main 
Street is well inland from the coast in an area where a bike lane, as proposed, should offer adequate 
space within which recreational pedestrian and bicycle access can occur consistent with the LCP. An 
argument could be made that future public recreational access needs might be different than they are 
today, but there are no LCP plans for that to occur here, and the setting (including steep topography 
approaching the bridge) is not generally conducive to this location becoming more than an offshoot from 
the main coastal trail in this area, including with respect to the CCT. In addition, the idea of requiring 
dedicated bridge space would also require more stream habitat impact, and such a trade-off does not 
appear warranted under the LCP in this case. As it is, the project would widen the bridge from what is 
present now (going from about 30 to 37 feet in width), and will provide more space within which shared 
public access activities should be able to be adequately accommodated. Thus, this particular appeal 
contention does not raise a substantial issue. 

The Appellant also contends that the new bridge would not adequately protect the public viewshed, and 
would not be consistent with the character of the area. The new bridge would be made of concrete, and 
would include 3-foot tall see-through barriers on either side. While different from the look of the 
existing bridge, the new bridge is best described as fairly low key, and should effectively blend into the 
setting over time, consistent with LCP requirements. Thus, this appeal contention also does not raise a 
substantial issue.    

In conclusion, it is clear that the appeal raises some valid coastal resource questions. In the time since 
this matter was appealed, staff has researched bridge design standards and related issues, and spent 
considerable time coordinating with the County to best understand bridge related issues and 
requirements as they apply to this site. The conclusion of these efforts is that it appears that the County 
approved project has been designed in a manner that avoids coastal resource impacts as much as 
possible and includes appropriate restoration/enhancement to offset impacts, and that there isn’t a 
feasible bridge replacement project that would lead to significantly less resource degradation. Moreover, 
the project overall will result in significant restoration/enhancement of this stream reach, including by 
moving significant abutment area out of the stream channel, eliminating the existing center bridge 
support in favor of a longer clear span, and aggressive restorative planting throughout. So, although the 
appeal raises some valid questions regarding the proposed project’s environmental impacts, the project 
appears to be fully consistent with the LCP, so that the appeal contentions do not raise a substantial 
issue regarding the project’s conformance with the LCP.  

Staff recommends that the Commission find that the appeal raises no substantial issue and decline 
to take jurisdiction over the CDP for this project. The motion and the resolution to implement this 
recommendation are found directly below. 

2. Staff Recommendation on Substantial Issue 
Staff recommends that the Commission determine that no substantial issue exists with respect to the 
grounds on which the appeal was filed. A finding of no substantial issue would mean that the County’s 
decision in this matter would be final (conversely, a finding of substantial issue would bring the project 
under the jurisdiction of the Commission for hearing and action).  
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Motion. I move that the Commission determine that Appeal Number A-3-SLO-10-039 raises no 
substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed under Section 
30603 of the Coastal Act. I recommend a yes vote. 

Staff Recommendation of No Substantial Issue. Staff recommends a YES vote. Passage of this 
motion will result in a finding of No Substantial Issue and adoption of the following resolution 
and findings. If the Commission finds No Substantial Issue, the Commission will not hear the 
application de novo and the local action will become final and effective. The motion passes only 
by an affirmative vote by a majority of the Commissioners present. 

Resolution to Find No Substantial Issue. The Commission hereby finds that Appeal Number 
A-3-SLO-10-039 does not present a substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the 
appeal has been filed under Section 30603 of the Coastal Act regarding consistency with the 
certified Local Coastal Program and/or the public access policies of the Coastal Act. 
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B. Findings and Declarations 
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1. Project Location 
The project area is located approximately three miles inland from the Pacific Ocean on Main Street in 
Cambria. This portion of Main Street is slightly out of the main downtown area, and functions as the 
eastern entrance to the community, providing access from Highway One to Santa Rosa Creek Road and 
further on into the town of Cambria. About ¼-mile past the bridge site, Main Street transitions into the 
heart of downtown Cambria, ultimately reconnecting to Highway One near the ocean.1

Main Street Bridge lies east of the downtown village at the mouth of a narrow valley near the 
confluence of Santa Rosa and Fiscalini creeks. Santa Rosa Creek is a perennial creek and originates in 
the steep Santa Lucia Range and flows through the community of Cambria to the ocean. Hilly terrain is 
located both to the north and east, peaking at Scott Rock, a prominent geologic feature and landmark 
east of the bridge. Relatively flat valley floor terrain is located in the immediate area surrounding the 
bridge and on the pastureland to the southwest.  

Main Street Bridge was constructed as part of State Highway One in 1922, prior to the realignment of 
Highway One further west in the 1960’s. The existing bridge is comprised of two T-girder spans, each 
about 45 feet long. The existing bridge has a center pier, which has a history of catching debris during 
flood events. As debris accumulates on the existing pier, the flood water is constricted and the creek 
backwater rises, contributing to flooding, pier scour, and bank erosion. The bridge has been deemed 
functionally obsolete2 by Caltrans due to inadequate deck width and load capacity, and has been subject 
to persistent scour, especially at the center pier in the Santa Rosa Creek channel (see Exhibits 1 and 2). 

2. Project Description 
The proposed project would replace the Main Street Bridge with a new bridge on a parallel alignment. 
The new bridge construction will involve: construction of a new 37.5 ft. wide and 150 ft. long cast in 
place concrete bridge, realignment of Main Street to the upstream side of the existing bridge, 
realignment of the Main Street/Santa Rosa Creek Road intersection including construction of 
acceleration and deceleration tapers, creek work including potentially diversion or dewatering and 
placement of rip-rap on the banks, demolition and removal of the existing bridge structure, and complete 
restoration of the construction area (see Exhibit 3 for project Site Plan/Detail). 

A. Site Preparation 
Initial construction activities would include clearing, grubbing, removing and disposing of vegetation 
and debris in the construction zone. In addition to the bridge location itself, the construction zone would 
also include a construction staging area. Equipment access to the creek bed would be provided at the 
bridge, likely requiring the construction of a dirt access road down the bank and into the channel itself. 
                                                 
1  In other words, Main Street provides a “loop” from inland Highway One that extends into Cambria and then back to 

Highway One again. 
2 The functional obsolete designation is a design or configuration issue not one of structural adequacy. The federal 

government will designate a bridge as “functionally obsolete” if the number of lanes on the bridge doesn’t meet current 
standards, the vertical clearance above the bridge is restrictive or the roadway alignment is not ideal. Additionally, a 
bridge may be designated functionally obsolete if it has a lower load capacity or water frequently overtops the bridge. 
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The proposed project would also involve roadway excavation, embankment construction, and disposal 
of material.  

The County proposes a summer work window to avoid times when the creek flows more substantially. 
Should the creek have water at that time, the County would divert the creek flow in the construction area 
(about a 200-foot long stream section) using temporary cofferdams constructed of visqueen and 
sandbags filled with clean sand. The cofferdam structure would include a culvert sized to promote a 
minimum of six-inch water depth, and movement of fish through the project area. The County has 
prepared a Diversion and Dewatering Plan for this element of the project. 

The County would retain the services of a biological resources monitor who would be involved in pre-
construction coordination meetings, grading, erosion control, scheduling, as well as construction 
activities. In addition, the County has proposed numerous other mitigation measures aimed at reducing 
the impacts to protected resources prior to commencement of construction (e.g., flagging project limit 
areas, identifying appropriate equipment staging areas, finalizing drainage, sedimentation, and erosion 
control plans, and marking trees for protection, etc.).  

B. Construction Activities 
The replacement bridge would be constructed immediately upstream of the existing bridge on a similar 
skew to the creek (i.e., at a similar angle) as the existing bridge, which is slightly off perpendicular. The 
bridge would be 37.5-feet wide (including two 12-foot travel lanes, two 5-foot striped bike lanes (Class 
II Bikeways), and two 1.9-foot Type 80 concrete barrier railings), and would extend approximately 150 
feet across the creek. A single-span, cast-in-place, pre-stressed, concrete box girder bridge is proposed. 
In addition, roadway work would consist of realigning Main Street to the upstream side of the existing 
bridge. The intersection of Santa Rosa Creek Road with Main Street just north of the bridge would be 
reconstructed to conform with the realigned roadway. Main Street would be widened at the intersection 
to provide standard deceleration and acceleration tapers on Main Street at the intersection. Two 
driveways just east of the bridge site would also be reconstructed to conform to the realigned roadway. 

The new bridge would require concrete support abutments along both banks of the creek. These 
abutments would be located further away from the creek centerline than the existing abutments and 
along the top edge of its bank. The abutments would include a series of concrete piles driven down 
through the soil into shallow bedrock to hold in place the abutment footings (piles would be driven 
down through the creek bank approximately 71 feet below the footing at the north abutment and 56 feet 
below the footing at the south abutment). The abutments would be blanketed at their base by 
approximately 2,500 cubic yards of riprap of various sizes (ranging from 200 to 1,000 pounds). In total 
there would be roughly 130 linear feet of rock at the north abutment and 115 linear feet of rock placed at 
the south abutment. 

C. Site Restoration 
Upon completion of construction activities, the old bridge would be removed and impacted areas would 
be restored in accordance with a Habitat Restoration Plan prepared for the project. Affected areas would 
be cleared of construction-related debris, and trenches, holes, and pits created during the construction 
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phase would be filled. All impacted creek bed areas would be restored to their pre-project condition, and 
the rock slope protection areas would be capped with soil and aggressively vegetated through the rock. 
Revegetation efforts would be initiated prior to use and operation of the new bridge; including 
replanting all affected areas with appropriate riparian species consistent with existing species found in 
adjacent riparian areas. Plant material for mitigation will be propagated from seeds and cuttings of 
plants along Santa Rosa Creek. Oaks will be replanted at a ratio of 4:1. Restoration of the old roadbed 
alignment will include ripping/plowing to minimize soil compaction and hydroseeding with an 
appropriate native seed mix. Replacement plantings will be maintained for a period of five years or until 
the plantings are established in the landscape such that they can survive without additional care. 
Construction is estimated to take 6 to 9 months, and would take place during the dry season when 
flowing water is low or absent (between May 1 and October 31) to minimize impacts on creek 
resources. 

3. San Luis Obispo County CDP Approval 
The proposed project was originally approved on April 16, 2010 by the Administrative Hearing Officer 
at the Planning Department. The Administrative Hearing Officer’s decision was subsequently appealed 
to the County Board of Supervisors by Lynne Harkins, the current Appellant to the Commission. On 
June 22, 2010 the Board of Supervisors affirmed the decision of the Administrative Hearing Officer, 
thus approving a CDP the project.  

Notice of the Board of Supervisor’s action on the CDP was received in the Coastal Commission’s 
Central Coast District Office on July 7, 2010 (see Exhibit 4). The Coastal Commission’s ten-working 
day appeal period for this action began on July 8, 2010 and concluded at 5 p.m. on July 21, 2010. One 
valid appeal (see below) was received during the appeal period. 

4. Appeal of San Luis Obispo County CDP Approval  
A. Appeal Procedures 
Coastal Act Section 30603 provides for the appeal to the Coastal Commission of certain CDP decisions 
in jurisdictions with certified LCPs. The following categories of local CDP decisions are appealable: (a) 
approval of CDPs for development that is located (1) between the sea and the first public road 
paralleling the sea or within 300 feet of the inland extent of any beach or of the mean high tide line of 
the sea where there is no beach, whichever is the greater distance, (2) on tidelands, submerged lands, 
public trust lands, within 100 feet of any wetland, estuary, or stream, or within 300 feet of the top of the 
seaward face of any coastal bluff, and (3) in a sensitive coastal resource area; or, for counties, approval 
of CDPs for development that is not designated as the principal permitted use under the LCP. In 
addition, any local action (approval or denial) on a CDP for a major public works project (including a 
publicly financed recreational facility and/or a special district development) or an energy facility is 
appealable to the Commission. This project is appealable on three separate grounds: 1) it involves 
development located within 100 feet of a wetland/stream; 2) it is located in a sensitive coastal resource 
area; and 3) it involves a major public works project.  
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The grounds for appeal under Section 30603 are limited to allegations that the development does not 
conform to the certified LCP and/or to the public access policies of the Coastal Act. Section 30625(b) of 
the Coastal Act requires the Commission to conduct a de novo CDP hearing on an appealed project 
unless a majority of the Commission finds that “no substantial issue” is raised by such allegations. 
Under Section 30604(b), if the Commission conducts a de novo hearing and ultimately approves a CDP 
for a project, the Commission must find that the proposed development is in conformity with the 
certified LCP. 

The only persons qualified to testify before the Commission on the substantial issue question are the 
Applicant, persons who made their views known before the local government (or their representatives), 
and the local government. Testimony from other persons regarding substantial issue must be submitted 
in writing. Any person may testify during the de novo CDP determination stage of an appeal. 

B. Summary of Appeal Contentions 
The Appellant (Lynne Harkins) contends that the County-approved project raises issues with respect to 
the project’s conformance with core LCP policies related to the protection of ESHA, visual and scenic 
resources, and public access. In sum, the Appellant contends that other alternative alignments and bridge 
designs would better protect coastal resources. See Exhibit 5 for the full appeal document.  

In response to the appeals, the County prepared additional information in support of their action (see 
documents dated February 20, 2009 and January 12, 2011 in Exhibit 7).  

5. Substantial Issue Determination 
A. Applicable Policies  
The LCP requires protection of ESHA. Santa Rosa Creek and its riparian corridor are identified as 
Sensitive Resource Areas (“SRAs”) and Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas (ESHAs) in the LCP. 
This LCP designation entitles these areas to special protections, including with respect to bridge work 
specifically that requires the selection of the least environmentally damaging feasible alternative (LCP 
ESHA Policies 1-3, 20-23, 25-28, and 29-30; LCP Coastal Zone Land Use Ordinance (CZLUO) Section 
23.07.170(d)). 

The LCP also requires protection of public viewsheds, character, and aesthetics within the coastal zone. 
Specifically, the LCP requires the protection of scenic coastal areas and requires that unique and 
attractive features of the landscape, unusual landforms, scenic vistas, and sensitive habitats be protected 
(LCP Visual and Scenic Resource Policies 1 and 2). 

In addition, like the Coastal Act, the LCP requires maximum public access to be provided with new 
development projects (LCP Shoreline Access Policy 2).  

See applicable LCP policies in Exhibit 6. 
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B. Analysis  
Bridge improvement or replacement projects are typically proposed because of some problem with the 
bridge itself, and/or because of traffic and safety needs. In such cases, it is important that these problems 
and needs be clearly identified and substantiated, and that the response be as focused as possible to 
address the problems while limiting environmental impacts as much as is possible. The County has 
made a valid case that the bridge on Main Street is inadequate to provide safe passage over the long 
term. As described, the bridge has been designated functionally obsolete by Caltrans and the County has 
raised legitimate concerns regarding public safety, including citing evidence of bridge rail strikes by 
vehicles at this location.  

Stream Habitat  
The proposed project raises stream habitat ESHA concerns. The proposed project would replace the 
existing two lane 30-foot wide by 90-foot long T-girder bridge and center pier with a 37.5-foot wide by 
150-foot long cast-in-place concrete single span bridge. In order to support the new bridge, the project 
will require creek bank and creek bed excavation, construction of abutments, and the placement of rip-
rap to protect the abutments (a total of 2,500 cubic yards of rip-rap in all). In order to secure the 
abutments in place, a series of concrete piles would be driven down through the creek bank to an 
elevation 71 feet below the footing at the north abutment and 56 feet below the footing at the south 
abutment footings. The new bridge would be a free-span bridge with no in-stream support. The project 
also includes realignment of Main Street upstream of the existing bridge, realignment of the Main 
Street/Santa Rosa Creek intersection, as well as demolition and removal of the existing bridge. The 
former bridge location and areas surrounding the new bridge would be restored.  

According to the County’s environmental documents, project plans, and supplemental information, the 
project will temporarily disturb approximately 0.68 acres of stream habitat in and around the bridge 
area, and will require that 2 oak trees and 17 willows be removed. An additional 6 oak trees and 20 
willows will be impacted due to construction activities in close proximity. The project will also allow 
for existing abutments and supports that currently extend into the corridor to be removed, and for this 
area to be restored to a more natural stream geometry and vegetation community. Specifically, the 
project includes various restoration components, including removal of exotic plant species in the area, 
restoration of the area from which the old bridge would be removed, and extensive planting of natives in 
and around the project site. The mitigation requirement for oak tree removal is 4:1 for trees removed and 
2:1 for trees impacted. Therefore, the County conditions of approval require them to replant a minimum 
of 20 oak trees and 74 willows. All told, habitat restoration and enhancement will occur over roughly an 
acre. Thus, although the proposed project will have some riparian corridor impacts, it will also result in 
some significant benefit; particularly in relation to removing the existing in-stream support column and 
pulling out the large area of abutment on either side of the creek bed that currently constricts Santa Rosa 
Creek at this location. 

The LCP consistency analysis recognizes that bridge replacement projects have stream habitat impacts 
given the nature of the environment in which they are necessarily located. In other words, the LCP 
contemplates and allows some degree of such impacts for such a project. The key factor in this analysis 
is determining the least environmentally damaging feasible alternative. At this site, that analysis 
primarily boils down to two primary issues: 1) whether the replacement bridge can be located on the 
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same alignment to potentially reduce impacts; and 2) abutment methods and the degree of abutment 
protection necessary.  

Alignment Alternatives 
With respect to the question of alignment alternatives, information has been provided by the County 
demonstrating that the estimated linear stream channel and area of habitat impacts are comparable for 
each of the alignment alternatives considered (see graphic depictions of the construction area near the 
creek and a calculation of the disturbance footprint for each alternative analyzed in Exhibit 6). The 
County’s documentation fairly represents potential impacts in each scenario, including because 
necessary construction access affects a larger area than any potential final alignment in all cases. 
Likewise, post-construction habitat restoration measures for each scenario will generally improve the 
overall habitat conditions in the area equally. Each potential alignment will remove an existing support 
pier from the center of the creek channel to reduce creek impediments, will “open up” the channel which 
is currently constricted with abutments, rock slope protection (rip-rap) and sediment, and will improve 
riparian habitat after mitigation through the restoration efforts described. In all cases, County conditions 
require a Habitat Mitigation and Monitoring Plan (see County special condition #4). In addition, a 
biological monitor is required during construction (see County special condition #17). As such, the 
County believes that the approved upstream alignment is the least environmentally damaging feasible 
alignment alternative. The Commission agrees that the County has presented substantial evidence 
supporting its conclusion that all of the proposed alternative alignments appear to have at least as many 
environmental impacts as the County’s proposed alignment. There do not appear to be any alternative 
alignments that reduce impacts to coastal resources in any significant and meaningful way. 

Other project elements highlighted by the County that play into the alternatives analysis include 
avoiding road closures and traffic control during construction, as well as improved roadway geometrics 
and access restrictions to adjacent properties for the completed project. According to the County, when 
all factors are considered, the selected alignment is the least environmentally damaging feasible 
alignment, and also the project that best meets the overall community objectives. The County’s rationale 
in this respect appears sound, and the Commission concurs that the proposed upstream alignment is the 
preferred alternative in this circumstance and that it is consistent with the LCP. 

Bridge/Abutment Design 
Given that determination, the next question is whether the County could use alternative bridge/abutment 
designs to further limit stream habitat impacts. The primary questions in this respect are whether to use 
rip-rap and lesser abutment structures (as proposed), or to use greater abutment structures without rip-
rap, including potentially using more substantial and deeper caissons located further away from the 
creek bank and requiring a longer span. In the case of the County’s proposed version, the abutments 
would be protected and shouldn’t be undermined, even in a large scour event. If the alternative of a 
greater abutment structure were used, it appears that the abutments themselves would need to be 
enlarged, embedded further away from the creek channel, and to a greater depth. Given the erodible 
nature of the creek bank, it is likely that these abutments/caissons would eventually be daylighted under 
heavy erosional events, leading to additional work along the “new” stream edge, including potentially (if 
not likely) rip-rap at that time, and greater impacts in the longer term. In addition, increasing the span 
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length would result in a higher bridge profile. Raising the profile of the bridge would necessarily cause 
the road elevation to be significantly higher than adjacent driveways and road intersections on either 
side of the bridge crossing, leading to additional road impacts. According to the County, this would 
result in costly modifications and potentially detrimental drainage issues on adjacent properties. In sum, 
the rip-rap abutment methodology, where the rip-rap is embedded in the creek bank and covered with 
soil and vegetated with riparian species as proposed, would appear to result in less habitat harm in the 
long run, and less coastal resource impacts overall than a greater abutment structure alternative. The 
Commission notes that this issue has previously arisen for County bridge projects on appeal before the 
Commission, and that the County has demonstrated that it has been successful in integrating rip-rap 
covered in vegetation into similar creek environs. 

Mercury 
The issue of possible mercury contamination due to bridge construction activities has also been raised 
by the Appellant. The project includes creek stabilization, re-contouring, discharge of surface and 
groundwater by diverting and dewatering existing flows, and vegetation removal. Santa Rosa Creek is 
known to contain mercury contamination from previous historical upstream mining operations. 
According to the Appellant, project activities have the potential to release buried mercury into surface 
waters from the disturbance of sediment and organic matter in the creek channel. In addition, the 
Appellant contends that the removal of riparian vegetation reduces the potential for uptake of mercury 
by this vegetation, thus causing increased levels to disperse through the watershed.  

According to the County, mercury levels are “below applicable regulatory thresholds for water and 
sediment based on monitoring performed by the Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) 
upstream of the project site.” The County approval also requires RWQCB sign off on a comprehensive 
stormwater pollution prevention plan (or a SWPPP). Also, County conditions require implementation of 
a comprehensive Drainage, Sedimentation, and Erosion Control Plan (County Special conditions # 3, 
#64 and #65). In addition, multiple construction related BMP’s are required through the County’s 
project approval (training, staging, monitoring, stockpiling of materials, etc.). In short, the County has 
tested for mercury, has taken adequate precautions to avoid problems associated with it, and, no 
substantial issue is raised with respect to the appeal contentions related to mercury contamination 
resulting from the project. 

Public Access  
The Appellant also contends that the County approved project is inconsistent with the shoreline access 
policies of the LCP because the proposed bridge design does not adequately foster pedestrian and 
bicycle use. In this case, the County evaluated a variety of access improvements to the bridge design. 
According to the County, due to the steep terrain and narrow corridor it is not feasible to have pedestrian 
facilities on the bridge or on Main Street south of the bridge location. There is no curb, gutter, or 
sidewalk on this stretch of Main Street and the County believes that pedestrian access on this bridge 
would not be safe. The County concluded that a 5-foot wide striped shoulder (Class II bikeway) was 
appropriate in this case. In an effort to reduce creek bank impacts the County reduced the overall bridge 
width using 5-foot wide shoulders instead of 8-foot wide shoulders.  

Commission staff has visited the site and the Commission concurs that given the inland location of the 
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bridge (roughly 3 miles from the shoreline) and the various site constraints identified (sensitive habitats, 
steep slopes, narrow road prism, limited site lines, and high traffic speeds in the area), it is not necessary 
to incorporate a dedicated pedestrian accessway on the bridge for LCP compliance. Main Street at this 
location is not a primary public recreational access corridor, and it is not likely to become an access 
corridor of the type necessitating dedicated Class I pedestrian/bicycle components. On the contrary, this 
stretch of Main Street is well inland from the coast in an area where a bike lane, as proposed, should 
offer adequate space within which recreational pedestrian and bicycle access can occur consistent with 
the LCP. It is possible that an argument could be made that future public recreational access needs might 
be different than they are today, but there are no LCP plans for that to occur here, and the setting 
(including steep topography approaching the bridge) is not generally conducive to this location 
becoming more than an offshoot from the main coastal trail in this area, including with respect to the 
CCT. Likewise, the idea of requiring dedicated bridge space would also require more stream habitat 
impact, and such trade-off does not appear warranted under the LCP in this case. As it is, the project 
would widen the bridge from what is present now (going from about 30 to 37 feet in width), and will 
provide more space within which shared public access activities should be able to be adequately 
accommodated.  

The Santa Rosa Creek Trail, as mentioned in the County General Plan, is intended to be a Class I 
bikeway connecting the Cross Town Trail (an LCP recognized public accessway) to Coast Union High 
School on Santa Rosa Creek Road. The County has discussed this trail as it relates to the bridge 
replacement at length with the County Parks Department and the Cambria Community Services District. 
This future trail would cross Main Street at the intersection with Santa Rosa Creek Road and continue 
along to the high school. In other words, this trail would be entirely located on the upcoast side of the 
bridge site, and would not cross the bridge. The County supports improving public access in the corridor 
with respect to the trail traversing across Main Street, however this trail project has not been initiated 
nor does it have the required funding or easements at this time. This bridge replacement project will not 
negatively impact the future trail project in this area. 

Thus, this appeal contention does not raise a substantial issue. 

Public Views/Character 
The Appellant also contends that the new bridge would not adequately protect the public viewshed, and 
would not be consistent with the character of the area.  

As described in the County’s environmental review document, the town of Cambria is noted for its 
picturesque rural setting. The tourist-oriented village is skirted by well-maintained homes, including 
older Victorian homes and rural barns. The bridge project site lies on the southern edge of the village 
where not many buildings are located. Rolling grassy slopes and agricultural fields along the riparian 
fringe of Santa Rosa Creek and tall pines visible from Main Street all contribute to the pastoral setting. 
One built feature of note in the project area is the large-scale ranch entrance located east of Main Street 
to the south of the Santa Rosa Creek. A fairly extensive ungrouted stone wall and entry gateway, 
constructed from large timbers hung with an artistic steel gate, add to the unique character of the area as 
one enters or exits the downtown village.  
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The proposed longer and wider bridge design raises some concerns with impacts to the character of the 
existing landscape. The new bridge would be made of concrete, and would include 2.8-foot tall see 
through barriers on either side. While different from the look of the existing bridge, the new bridge is 
best described as fairly low key, and should effectively blend into the setting over time consistent with 
LCP requirements. Thus, this appeal contention also does not raise a substantial issue.    

C. Conclusion – No Substantial Issue 
In conclusion, it is clear that the proposed project will have an effect on coastal resources. However, the 
Commission has explored and researched bridge standards and related issues as a means to best 
understand bridge related issues and requirements as they apply to this site. Based on this information, it 
appears that the County-approved project has been designed in a manner that avoids coastal resource 
impacts as much as possible and includes appropriate restoration/enhancement to offset impacts, and 
that there isn’t a feasible bridge replacement project that would lead to significantly less resource 
degradation. Moreover, the project overall will result in significant restoration/enhancement of this 
stream reach, including by moving a significant abutment area out of the stream channel, eliminating the 
existing center bridge support in favor of a longer clear span, and aggressive restorative planting 
throughout. Thus, although the appeal raises valid questions regarding the environmental impacts of the 
project, the Commission finds that the project conforms to the LCP, so the appeal contentions do not 
raise a substantial issue of the project’s conformance with the LCP. 

Coastal Act Section 30625(b) requires the Commission to hear an appeal unless it determines that no 
substantial issue exists with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed.3 Overall, the 
County has provided adequate factual and legal support for its decision that the approved development 
would be consistent with the applicable policies in the certified LCP (Exhibit 5). The scope of the 
project is relatively small, consisting of one two-lane single span bridge (150-fet long and 37.5-feet 
wide). The coastal resources involved are significant, but the County-approved project appropriately 
addresses potential impacts, and results in enhancement of resources overall. The County’s decision 
followed the analytic framework for considering a bridge project and drew appropriate conclusions, and 
no adverse precedent will be set for future interpretations of the LCP. Finally, the appeal does not raise 
issues of regional or statewide significance.  

For the reasons stated above, the Commission finds that Appeal Number A-3-SLO-10-039 does not 
present a substantial issue with respect to the grounds on which the appeal has been filed under Section 
30603 of the Coastal Act regarding consistency with the certified LCP and/or the public access policies 
of the Coastal Act and declines to take jurisdiction over the CDP for this project.  

                                                 
3  The term “substantial issue” is not defined in the Coastal Act or its implementing regulations. In previous decisions on 

appeals, the Commission has generally been guided by the following factors in making substantial issue determinations: 
the degree of factual and legal support for the local government’s decision; the extent and scope of the development as 
approved or denied by the local government; the significance of the coastal resources affected by the decision; the 
precedential value of the local government's decision for future interpretations of its LCP; and, whether the appeal raises 
only local issues as opposed to those of regional or statewide significance. 
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