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X\ǹ��\jjǹ
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TKIXLẐIK̂I
oLJt
YIjvw
YIjv
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To whom it concerns,

The following are my prepared comments opposing the use of vehicles on the beach and in the 
dunes of the Oceano-Guadalupe Dunes area. The actions during the last several decades by the 
State Parks has been and remains with their new proposed plans contrary to their stated mission 
to first protect the environment and cultural resources under their guardianship before providing 
recreational opportunities.

I have been a resident in the 5-Cities area of San Luis Obispo County since 1975. I have lived 
with my wife and daughter (until she moved away for college) in Oceano since 1983. I am an 
internationally published poet, writer, visual text artist and photographer. Beach and dune 
patterns and scapes have been part of my published subject matter upon moving here. My newest 
book, published in Australia, is a collection of beach textures on vehicle-free Oceano Beach near 
the mouth of Arroyo Grande Creek. It is a homage to the Dunites. It would not exist if the beach 
had been open to traffic. Since 1977 I have been actively pursuing environmental protection 
issues including nuclear energy, Chumash sacred sites, off shore oil extraction, pesticide drift, 
and development of a national marine sanctuary protecting nearshore and offshore waters south 
of Point Conception to Santa Rosa Creek.

In 1990 I was hired on contract for a year as an energy planner by San Luis Obispo County to 
help protect the county’s environment and economy against offshore oil development. I was also 
assigned the task of preparing a nomination document for a national marine sanctuary off our 
nearshore and offshore waters. A segment of its findings helped support the extension of the 
Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary to Santa Rosa Creek in our county. I continued the 
effort with local environmental groups. The proposed and nominated Chumash Heritage National 
Marine Sanctuary may soon become a reality; its possible headquarters could be in Oceano as an 
anchor for green tourism.

My comments derive from experiencing the negative impacts of these permitted activities which 
are in my opinion contrary to the Coastal Act and the mission of State Parks. 

Sincerely yours,

Karl Kempton,

Oceano, California 



The Significance of the Oceano-Guadalupe Dunes and the Negative Environmental, Social 
and Economic Impacts of Vehicles Permitted on the Beach and in the Dunes

For decades the California Department of Parks and Recreation has ignored the negative and in 
some cases severe negative impacts of the off road vehicle traffic of an annual average of 2.2 
million trips on Oceano Beach and in the Oceano dunes. These negative impacts add additional 
stress to the already stressed large numbers of state and federally threatened and endangered 
plant and animal species. Another negative impact has been the lack of protection of the 
Chumash sacred sites and cultural zones within the dunes for decades. Other negative impacts 
are economic, social and environmental consequences for the community of Oceano and 
surrounding communities. Ignoring, or as some assert supporting these consequences, are 
contrary to the department’s stated mission. Protection and preservation of habitat, wildlife and 
cultural resources (in the dunes these would be Chumash) are mandated as higher priorities than 
recreation (underline mine):

The California Department of Parks and Recreation (“State Parks“) protects and 
preserves California’s most significant natural and cultural resources while delivering 
public spaces to bring families and friends together. California’s state parks provide a 
wide array of recreational opportunities for everyone’s benefit and enjoyment. State 
Parks’ legal mandate is articulated in its mission “to provide for the health, inspiration, 
and education of the people of California by helping to preserve the state’s 
extraordinary biological diversity, protecting its most valued natural and cultural 
resources, and creating opportunities for high-quality outdoor recreation.” 

The Place of the Oceano-Guadalupe Dunes

The largest California coastal dunes complex and the state’s second largest dune complex, the 
Oceano-Guadalupe Dunes, with its wetlands, endemic flora, birds and sea and land mammals and 
haulouts, was designated a National Natural Landmark in 1980. The landmark consists of two 
contiguous areas: 1) The Oceano – Guadalupe Dunes, which are fed by sand carried by offshore 
currents circulating in a littoral cell in San Luis Bay; and, 2) Point Sal, one of the last remaining 
pristine, rocky coastlines on the South Coast. This dune complex also maintains the highest 
measured dune along the entire West Coast of the U. S.

The dunes have immeasurable ecological and scenic value along with educational and scientific 
importance and represents one of the few coastal areas in the state still in an undisturbed 
condition, excluding the designated recreational areas which in some areas the California 
Department of State Parks has allowed complete obliteration of large swaths of flora and 
foredunes. Such destruction thus destroyed habitat for threatened and endangered fauna and the 
unknown destruction of specific threatened and endangered species of flora. There are beaches, 
headlands, estuaries, and lakes. Many plants are rare; a high percentage are endemic to the area. 
There are 22 listed state and Federal threatened or endangered plants species and 20 animal 
species.(see list at end of this section). At least 186 species of water and terrestrial birds have 



been recorded, including the Least Tern, the Peregrine Falcon and the Southern Bald Eagle. The 
expressed planned expansion into protected areas is contrary to the stated goals of the State Parks 
mission and should be prohibited.

Combined geological, meteorological and oceanographic forces shaped and maintain this land 
and seascape and their integrated and complex ecosystems. The geological forces include the 
long history of tectonic plate movement, subduction and fragmentation of plates into 
microplates.  Two microplates, the Farallon Microplate to the South and the Monterey 1

Microplate to its immediate north meet at the Arguello Canyon. The sea canyon is one of several 
geological land and ocean floor features caused by these forces. A combination of these features, 
including the coastal directional change at Point Conception from North-South to East-West, the 
Southern California Bite, the Channel Islands and the Santa Lucia upthrust block, in association 
with the meeting of several ocean currents, all contribute to the formation of the only persistent 
upwelling along the U. S. West Coast. The persistent upwelling provides nutrients entrained in 
the three mile wide pole-bound Davidson current nourishing nearshore and tidal dependent micro 
flora and fauna creating a portion of the foundation for the lush web of life found in the area.

The meteorological conditions of the area are powered by the confluence of the meeting of two 
meteorological providences, the northern Oregonian and the southern Californian providences.  2

The demarcation line is Point Conception with northern and southern transition zones being one 
degree of latitude in each direction. The two oceanographic providences follow the identical 
outline. These features influence the area’s high number of overlapping species from each of the 
providences leading to the high density of threatened and endangered species inhabiting the dune 
and beach complex.

The unique combination of semiarid and aquatic conditions with a climatic and oceanographic 
transition zone provides a wide variety of habitat and of associated plant and wildlife species. 
Coastal dunes, freshwater marshes, riparian habitat, coastal salt marsh, woodland, mudflats, 
beach, open water, and areas of transition between habitats provide a diversity of life uncommon 
to much of California.

The drainages of separate watersheds contribute to the wetland complex. The 1,880 square mile 
Santa Maria River drainage is one of California's largest coastal river basins. Extensive, tidally 
influenced wetlands sit at the river’s mouth. The river’s historic flood plain holds the Oso Flaco 
Lakes and their associated coastal wetlands. The 10 existing dune lakes are likely remainders of 
the freshwater bay. 

About 186 species of water-associated birds have been recorded in the wetlands of the Oceano – 
Guadalupe Dunes Complex. Shorebirds, waterfowl, gulls, terns, pelicans, cormorants, coots, 
rails, loons, gerges, herons, and egrets are among those counted. Least Terns nest and raise 
fledglings near the Santa Maria River mouth and the Oso Flaco Lakes, Brown Pelicans roost at 
the shore, and Snowy Plovers inhabit the beaches. Over 100 terrestrial bird species occur among 
the dunes and related habitats. Among these are the endangered Peregrine Falcon and the 
Southern Bald Eagle.

Several plant species are found nowhere else. Two species, one aquatic and one terrestrial, reach 
their extreme limits with the Point Sal - Oceano – Guadalupe Dunes complex. At least eight 



species occurring in the dunes have been listed by the California Native Plant Society as "very 
rare" and "rare and endangered."

Nearly 50 species of mammals and 33 species of amphibians and reptiles inhabit the dune region. 
Though not in great numbers, fish are found in the lakes. There is a wide diversity of 
invertebrates. And the Pismo clam, subject of much recreational and scientific attention, is found 
along the beaches. Of the fish, the steelhead require easy entrance to Arroyo Grande Creek. State 
Parks without permits altered the natural course and thus flow of the creek into the ocean. The 
purpose of this change was for easier access to the beach for vehicles. The consequences to the 
steelhead are unknown.

Below are two charts detailing the numbers of threatened and endangered species in the dune 
complex. These species are essentially provided lip-service protection by the State Parks in this 
area. It is quite apparent the department in this geographical location have reversed its mandate 
and prioritized recreation over protection of cultural resources and threatened an endangered 
species. Further proof of this is their willingness to expand off road activities into 
environmentally sensitive and protect areas.



Federally and State Threatened, and endangered, protected, rare species for Oceano Dunes 





Human Discharge and Other Threats to the Dunes and the associated Beach Ecosystem

Agriculture

Historically, agriculture has had a significant negative impact on the dune complex, especially its 
wetlands. Estuaries were reduced, wetlands drained, and river and creek beds altered for farming 
and flood control. The extensive wetlands behind the dunes from Pismo Beach to the Santa 
Maria River have all but disappeared.

Entrained in the outflow of the Santa Maria River numerous agricultural chemicals pollute 
nearshore waters. This is a well known and documented toxic problem. This pollution finds its 
way into the food chain in numerous ways, one of which is its movement northward once 
captured in the Davidson north bound current. Tidal and wave action bring these pollutants to the 
beach damaging the micro flora and fauna. Such pollution also arrives from Arroyo Grande and 
San Luis Creeks mixing in the complex eddies of San Luis Bay. A warning sign has been posted 
at Oso Flaco Lake not to eat the fish because of contamination by agriculture chemicals.

Farmers have long denied that their applications of agricultural pesticides, herbicides and other 
sprayed chemicals drift. However, during the recent conflicts between these farmers and the 
newly approved cannabis farmers, the chemically dependent famers admitted, as an argument to 
prevent cannabis farming adjacent to their fields, pesticides from their operations would drift 
onto the cannabis crops. Agricultural chemicals and chemical fertilizers also are carried by the 
wind in the dust during plowing. The accumulation of these chemicals over the years have had an 
unknown impact on all or many flora and fauna in the dunes.

Outfall Pollution

The San Luis Obispo South County water treatment plant discharges through its outfall off 
Arroyo Grande Creek directly into San Luis Bay nearshore. It pollutes the nearshore ocean 
waters with chemicals not captured. Some of these pollutants are detergents, house cleaning 
chemicals, medications and a variety of industrial chemicals. Such discharge also arrives through 
an outfall from Avila Beach. All are toxic to the ecosystems. 

During heavy rains urban and agricultural pollutants are washed into the local rivers and creeks. 
These then are discharged into the ocean adding significant amounts of toxins to the nearshore 
ocean environment and beaches. During these events most surfers do not surf for a few days. 
Those who have ignored warnings have gotten sick with many symptoms. 

The damage caused by the nation’s largest underground oil spill in the dunes remains under 
studied. When exactly the pollutants reached the tidal habitat north of the Santa Maria River 
Estuary remains unknown. What and how much continues to migrate into the habitat remains 
unknown. Impacts for parts per billion are being ignored despite the known consequences to 
micro organisms.

Vehicular Pollution

Vehicular caused pollution comes in the forms of solids, liquids and gases. The primary concern 
of wind-blown particulate matter caused by churning and grinding of sand particles is but one 
problem. While its impact on humans living down wind is well documented and by itself a 
sufficient reason to shut down all vehicle traffic on the beach and in the dunes, there appears to 



be little or no study of such impacts on the listed threatened and endangered species already 
stressed by others forms of pollution noted above.

Several petroleum products of unknown quantities drip from vehicles onto the beach or in the 
dunes. All are toxins in the ecosystems. Other toxic pollutants enter the ecosystems through 
exhaust. Many of the vehicles, being off road or trucks, lack street car regulations.

Not studied also is the damage to the ecosystem caused by the corrosive action of the sand to 
vehicle tires. Tires are known to contain benzene, mercury, styrene-butadiene, polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons, and arsenic, among several others as well as heavy metals and 
carcinogens. Given the permitted amount of traffic (over 2,2 millions of “trips” per year) on the 
beach and in the dunes, the combined pollutants must be considered not within a suburban street 
assessment but as that of a busy urban thoroughfare or avenue.

Lastly, given the causes of climate change, one being exhaust pollution from vehicles, is it not 
time to regulate and stop unnecessary recreational pollution?

Light and Sound Pollution

What are the behavior changes caused by light and noise pollution of dune and beach vehicles to 
populations of nocturnal species? Vehicle lights on the dunes are visible from miles away at 
night. Depending on wind direction during the busy holidays and the summer season, the roar 
from the dunes sound like that of a nearby busy freeway blanketing Oceano. Given such 
intensities of light and noice pollution these cannot but add additional stress of the listed 
threatened and endangered species in the dune complex.

Other Pollutants

Human made pollutants enter the dune lakes and wetlands through the Black Canyon watershed, 
the Nipomo-Sury watershed, and the Santa Maria drainage into Oso Flaco lakes and eventually 
moving into San Luis Bay. These are lawn and garden chemicals and fertilizers and the complex 
of vehicular chemicals reaching the bay and dunes also through the Santa Maria River and other 
creeks. During heavy rains large amounts of such chemicals move into the dune lakes and the 
bay. After large storms it is not save for surfing or other ocean water contact sports.

Climate Change

Given the dependency of the fragile ecosystem of the dune complex from the subtle ebbs and 
flows of weather conditions within the transition zone, climate change is now adding additional 
stress on top of the human caused pollutants damaging the ecosystems as the ebbs and flows 
become more extreme. The ocean’s acidity, temperature increase, and ocean level rise also are 
adding additional stress to ocean dependent species.

Observations During Vehicle-Free Beach and Dunes

During the few months of a vehicle-free beach in 2020, many individuals contributed to a 
general agreement of positive observations:



1) Quickness of the return to natural contours of the beach from tidal zones to foredunes no 
longer compacted by vehicles.  The return to a  more normal appearance enhanced the beach 
experiences of individuals, families a groups.

2) Wildlife in numbers and species expanded along the corridors of the beach while vehicle-free. 
Bird species such as the black headed heron were seen in numbers as high as a dozen. Ospreys 
were noted at the Arroyo Creek. Coyotes were seen during the day. Also seen was flock of terns 
on the sand at the entryway at Pier Avenue. And noteworthy many observed for the first time at 
low tide large numbers of small Pismo clams in the shallow intertidal zone. There were several 
groups of hundreds of clams south Pier Avenue.

3) The enjoyment increased for beach walkers. There were large numbers of beach runners and 
walkers free from the usual exhaust and noise pollution and the paranoia caused by vehicle 
traffic.  Also, large numbers of groups enjoyed family gatherings in unprecedented numbers 
unassociated with holidays.

Reopening to Vehicular Traffic

Immediately upon the opening of the beach to vehicles, the natural contours and small forming 
mini dunes were flattened. The newly seen wildlife fled or numbers returned to rare sitings. The 
clams disappeared because during low tide vehicles drove over the beds. And the “pedestrians” 
who once were large in numbers enjoying the beach dwindled to the usual low numbers. With the 
opening of the beach to traffic, the new Pismo Reserve hiking trails became over populated.

Cultural Resources

The Chumash people have inhabited this portion of their homeland for millennia. A date of 
20,000 years ago has been established from radio carbon dating on Los Baros Creek.  The 
artifacts were on display at the Guadalupe Culture and Art Center which financed the dating. At 
that time the ocean was 14 miles further west in the bay. It is unreasonable to believe this is the 
earliest date of the Chumash in the area. Another date of an artifact of the same time period was 
dated through its geological setting at Point Conception in the late1970s. The oldest village 
datings along the coast are around 10,000 years old. At that time these were not coastal but 
inland sites. Depending on land slant the ocean was at its furthest distance was 7 miles to the 
west of  today’s coastline in San Luis Bay.

For a long period of time there was a mirror image in form of an estuary behind the dunes in 
Oceano. It is now farmland. One the Nipomo Mesa edge are the remains of extensive Chumash 
village activity. The estuary, dunes and beach were part of their sacred way and a major source 
for food and other resources.

As far as specific comments regarding the neglect shown by State Parks regarding protection of 
Chumash sacred and other sites over the years and the current proposed expansion, I defer to the 
Northern Chumash Council comments added at the end of my comments.



Negative Economic Impacts to the Oceano Community

Oceano was designated a disadvantaged community and Opportunity Zone by Governor Brown 
in April 2018. For many the obvious cause is the negative impact of State Parks allowing off 
road activities on the beach and in the dunes that discourages normal beach recreational activities 
available elsewhere on county and state beaches. State Parks actively discourages pedestrian 
activities at Oceano’s beach by limiting direct beach access parking at the end of Pier Avenue. 
Also, the limited street parking is restricted; street parking is illegal until 9 AM on Pier Avenue. 
Just one mile to the North, State Parks actively encourages pedestrian activities at Grover Beach 
off Grand Avenue by providing a vast number of parking spaces. This hinderance is contrary to 
the State Parks statement (underline mine), “California’s state parks provide a wide array of 
recreational opportunities for everyone’s benefit and enjoyment.”

But limited parking is one of many negative impacts on the community of Oceano. Traffic on the 
beach discourages normal beach and recreational activity for families and groups. The traffic 
requires constant vigilance to such a degree the numbers seen north along the vehicle-free beach 
do not occur. This results in a narrow spectrum of beach front businesses. Current businesses 
cater mainly to the vehicle oriented small portion of the wider population.

At the moment of this writing four economic studies have discussed the monetary contributions 
and impacts of the off-road recreation to the county’s income in the last 15 years. The first study, 
published in 2007, was “Economic Impact of Oceano Dunes SVRA Visitors,” prepared by 
William W. Hendricks, Ph.D., et al.  On page 29 they conclude that the , “. . . direct annual 3

impacts of approximately $70 million” is the economic contribution to the county. The main 
reason for coming to the dunes was, “. . . the natural resources setting of the Dunes, being with 
others such as friends and family, and getting away from daily routines.” This study did not 
analyze negative economic, social or environmental impacts caused this recreational activity by 
the large numbers drawn to drive onto the beach and into the dunes.

This study, like the following study which is controversial, based its findings not on objective, 
unbiased data  and methodology, but on an assumption that those surveyed provided accurate, 
non inflated expenditures. Those surveyed knew their responses would influence the operation of 
the Oceano Dunes SVRA. The larger the expenditures, the more “positive” the perception of 
their economic benefits. At least the above study attempted a narrow focus on individuals, 
families and groups directly accessing the Oceano Dunes SVRA area unlike the following study 
that surveyed beyond the boundaries of the Oceano Dunes SVRA.

The second study, by Oceano Dunes District-California State Parks, “Economic Impact Analysis 
Report 2016/17” prepared by SMG Consulting. It is another survey with the same built-in survey 
bias mentioned above. A second in-built bias was the considerably wider geographical 
boundaries of those surveyed. It included the entire Oceano Dunes District of California State 
Parks: campgrounds, the Monarch Butterfly Grove, Pismo Lakes, Grand Dunes, Pismo Nature 
Preserve, Oso Flaco Natural Area, and the new Oceano Dunes District Visitor Center. From page 
six of the report we read (my underline), “This project is designed to determine the economic 
impact of visitors to the Oceano Dunes District of State Parks on the local San Luis Obispo 
County.” The report concludes the economic contribution was $243,580,919 dollars. This 
“economic contribution to the county’s economy” is almost 350 per cent increase above the 2007 
published survey. This 70 million dollar contribution to the local economy remains suspect. 



Again, like the 2007 report, no negative economic, social or environmental impacts were 
reported. 

A major impact of this particular study, unlike the 2007 study, was the creation of a false 
narrative of a large economic contribution to SLO County’s economic well-being by the SVRA 
activities. It was immediately and widely accepted by constituent groups supporting the SVRA 
activities as a fact that the off road activities were the cause of this high number. Naturally, the 
off road vehicle groups near and far quickly promoted this figure to justify their activities as a 
large positive contribution to the local economy. Intentional or not, by expanding the area of 
economic contribution this total figure became the rallying point for keeping the SVRA open and 
even a justification for expanding it. The political clot of the off road lobby was increased using 
this false narrative. Lacking a deep critical counter study, local chambers of commerce and 
elected officials also accepted the results.

The Grand Jury of San Luis Obispo County during its 2019 session studied the 2019 social and 
economic costs of the SVRA:

1) County jail costs $390,000 for 306 criminal arrests of that resulted in jail time. There 
was a total of 399 arrests.

2) 260 Cal Fire responses: $385,000.

3) 265 ambulance calls and 145 transports to local hospitals. Of these 14 were ‘life or 
death’ Code 3 transports; most of which went to Sierra Vista Trauma Center. The 
Combined Arroyo Grande Hospital, French Hospital and Marian Hospital admittance 
total for ATV accidents was 219. There were six reported accidental deaths.

4) Costs to the county for public defenders and processing through the D. A.’s office are 
not tracked and thus unavailable.

The grand jury did not examine the medical costs experienced by the communities of the 
Nipomo Mesa experiencing harmful and even deadly particulate drift caused by the SVRA 
activities. The churning of the sand by the dune off road activities into smaller wind-carried dust 
particles is well known. With the destruction of the foredunes by the off roaders, the wind-carried 
amounts of these particles have greatly increased causing severe lung damage and deaths to 
humans. Unknown are veterinarian fees for pets. Also unknown are damages to wild flora and 
fauna. While such damage and loss cannot be monetized, at least this must be considered as 
significant negative impacts into the tens of millions of dollars, if not more.

The fourth study, ECONOMIC IMPACT FROM SUSPENSION OF THE VEHICULAR USE AT 
THE OCEANO DUNES SVRA by Pratish Anilkumar Patel, is recent and at this writing just 
entering public discussion after stories in local news.  The reasons for this study were twofold: a 4

criticism of the methodology of State Parks’ 2016/7 survey and an interest in the economic 
impact of the closure of the beach and dunes to vehicles because of the pandemic. After 
criticizing the methodology of the 2018 published survey to measure economic impact, Patel 
uses established analytical economic impact toots to measure as closely as possible the actual 
economic impact of the closure to the beach and dunes traffic. His final conclusion stated, “Using 
a  well understood and popular DiD approach, I find that vehicle suspension had no material 
impact on the County’s economy.”



Additionally, he shows little interest exists among visitors to Pismo Beach and Avila in the 
SVRA. This is another indication that only a small slice of beach oriented tourists are off road 
dune enthusiasts. Green tourism can easily fill in the economic loss of these off roaders while at 
the same time end the destructive economic, social, and environmental impacts caused by 
driving on the beach and in the dunes.

The Covid-19 pandemic has shown that when the beach and dunes were closed to vehicle traffic, 
the South County economy did not change. Elected officials and chamber of commerce 
witnessed this lack of change and appear at this moment studying green tourism opportunities as 
a more robust and positive economic prospect with less economic, social and economic harm to 
Oceano and the surrounding communities and the environment. The above recent study, though 
new, has added to this conversation.

The local history of impeded economic development caused by the off road activities is available 
through studying the respective time periods of Pismo Beach and Grover Beach when open and 
later closed to off road beach activities. Economic development of both cities increased upon 
closing their beaches to off road vehicle activities.

THE NORTHERN CHUMASH TRIBAL COUNCIL COMMENTS
Summary February 15, 2021

Any vehicle identified in CVC section 38010 and 38012 as an OHV must be halted and eliminated from 
being on the Sacred Chumash Dunes complex in Oceano California.  We all must look to the future 
generations, working diligently together to preserve and protect Mother Earth, so our children and 
grandchildren can play in the pristine wonders of the Dunes, and they can honor our decisions to protect 
and love the great Oceano Sand Dunes and not letting the Dunes be destroyed by OHV vehicles. 

The State Parks PWP planning draft document lacks California Native American perspectives, indigenous 
spiritual understandings, indigenous religious comprehensions, and respect for the human beings that 
have lived on the Dunes for all time, a Chumash cathedral of life.  The PWP draft document lacks respect 
for Chumash Heritage and Culture.

The Northern Chumash Tribal Council (NCTC) has spoken to the preservation of the Dunes for over 50 
years, asking and pleading for actions that stop the destruction of the Chumash Culture, and Sacred Sites.  
In our opinion little to nothing has been done to protect Sacred Chumash Sites, what we have is minimal 
fencing  around visible Chumash Sites, fences that out-of-towners drive over thinking it funny to destroy 
Chumash Sacred Sites, trucks with “Proud Boys” flags driving over our Sacred Sites with no care for the 
importance of Chumash Culture.

Who cares about the Chumash Culture and Sacred Sites?  When you read this PWP draft document it 
concludes that there will be no significant impact to the Chumash Culture.  NCTC finds this to be 
completely lacking in the truth and environmental justice.  The PWP planning document will take you on 
a “Cookie Cutter” explanation of what drives their evaluations and twisted data and misleading 
archaeological institutional dominate non-indigenous understandings.  In the end, compiling the “Cookie 
Cutter” institutional explanations for the white wash determination of no impacts. 



This document, a boiler plate determination of archaeologist and institutional dogma, should open 
everyone’s eyes to the white washing of the Chumash Culture.  Why don’t we all wake up, see that the 
Chumash lived for over 10,000 years on the sacred Dunes sands, lived, raised children, buried the elders, 
looked to the heavens of majesty, opened our souls to the Sun rises and Sun sets. As stewards of the care 
of the diamond that is the great Dunes and landscape of wonder, all points connected, walking, collecting, 
hunting, fishing, and living in the Oneness of All Things.

The Chumash today hold no rights of any kind through the dominate society to practice and experience 
our past, with honor for our ancestors on the Dunes.  The Dunes must be honored for all, environmental 
justice for all.

Conclusion

Thrivability. Inclusivity. Equitability. Diversity. Accessibility. Sustainability. Collaboration. 
Innovation. 

These are words heard clearly from our Commissioners, the Governor, State leaders, Native Nations, 
stakeholders, lessees, grantees, Commission staff, and the people of California, in every region and 
community, statewide. These empowering words echo as constant reminders of what the Commission has 
the responsibility to do, what it has the opportunity to change, and the role it has as a governmental leader 
and visionary change maker in the State of California.

State Parks has become addicted to the OHV revenues, State Parks is putting aside local residents 
opposition to OHV, State Parks has minimized California Native American Indigenous Peoples concerns 
about the long term damages already caused by OHV use, and our concerns for preserving our Sacred 
Lands for future generations.  State Parks addiction to the OHV revenues has blinded their judgement and 
vision for the future.  The OHV use must stop.  State Parks addiction to the OHV revenues must be 
terminated, only then will the Dunes Thrive once again.

NCTC FEIR Comments:

8.1 Regulatory Setting
In the first and second sentence, the word “cultural” is used in a way that diminishes the 
importance, therefore what should be used is “Tribal Cultural Resources “. 

8.1.1 California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
Second sentence CEQA recognizes “Tribal Cultural Resources”; for far too long archaeologist 
have tried to take over our stories, the Indigenous Peoples stories. We do not need archaeologist 
to tell our story, we are not archaeological resources.

8.1.3.1 Unique Archaeological Resources
Once again California Indigenous Peoples are not “archaeological resources”; such a lack of 
“social and environmental injustices”.
Paragraph 5.  Indigenous Cultural Resources do not have to be preserved in place, the word 
“disturbed” is often used to describe a Indigenous Sacred Place and then often considered 



“insignificant”, which leads to the direct impact on the Sacred area or complete destruction, 
because an archaeologist could not collect data because of its designation.  There goes another 
part of our Indigenous Heritage and Culture.

8.1.3.2 Assembly Bill 52 – Tribal Cultural Resources
“Assembly Bill 52 (Gatto, 2014). Section 1 of the bill states the legislature’s intent as follows: 
“In recognition of California Native American tribal sovereignty and the unique relationship of 
California local governments and public agencies with California Native American tribal 
governments, and respecting the interests and roles of project proponents, it is the intent of the 
Legislature, in enacting this act, to accomplish all of the following: (1) Recognize that California 
Native American prehistoric, historic, archaeological, cultural, and sacred places are essential 
elements in tribal cultural traditions, heritages, and identities. (2) Establish a new category of 
resources in the California Environmental Quality Act called “tribal cultural resources” that 
considers the tribal cultural values in addition to the scientific and archaeological values when 
determining impacts and mitigation. (3) Establish examples of mitigation measures for tribal 
cultural resources that uphold the existing mitigation preference for historical and archaeological 
resources of preservation in place, if feasible. (4) Recognize that California Native American 
tribes may have expertise with regard to their tribal history and practices, which concern the 
tribal cultural resources with which they are traditionally and culturally affiliated. Because the 
California Environmental Quality Act calls for a sufficient degree of analysis, tribal knowledge 
about the land and tribal cultural resources at issue should be included in environmental 
assessments for projects that may have a significant impact on those resources. (5) In recognition 
of their governmental status, establish a meaningful consultation process between California 
Native American tribal governments and lead agencies, respecting the interests and roles of all 
California Native American tribes and project proponents, and the level of required 
confidentiality concerning tribal cultural resources, at the earliest possible point in the California 
Environmental Quality Act environmental review process, so that tribal cultural resources can be 
identified, and culturally appropriate mitigation and mitigation monitoring programs can be 
considered by the decision making body of the lead agency. (6) Recognize the unique history of 
California Native American tribes and uphold existing rights of all California Native American 
tribes to participate in, and contribute their knowledge to, the environmental review process 
pursuant to the California Environmental Quality Act (Division 13 (commencing with § 21000) 
of the Public Resources Code).”

“The Public Resources Code now states that “[a] project with an effect that may cause a 
substantial adverse change in the significance of a tribal cultural resource is a project that may 
have a significant effect on the environment.” Pub. Res. Code § 21084.2.” 

“To determine whether a project may have such an effect, the Public Resources Code requires a 
lead agency to consult with any California Native American tribe that requests consultation and 
is traditionally and culturally affiliated with the geographic area of a proposed project. That 
consultation must take place prior to the release of a negative declaration, mitigated negative 
declaration, or environmental impact report for a project. Pub. Res. Code § 21080.3.1.”



State Parks has not consulted one on one with NCTC on this current FEIR, having informational 
meetings is not tribal consultation, this is a very important project that will impact California 
Native American Chumash Cultural Resources.  

8.1.6 State Parks Native American Consultation Policy and Implementation
Sentence 2.  Prior to implementing projects or policies that may result in the impacts on Native 
American sites within the State Parks System, State Parks will actively consult with local Native 
California Indian groups…” this has not occurred, NCTC has had no current meaningful 
consultations with State Parks regarding this FEIR PWP.

8.1.9 State Parks Project Evaluation Process and BMPs for Cultural Resources
First Paragraph, Third sentence, “both a State Archaeologist and State Historian to review all 
projects” this statement states to Indigenous Peoples that archaeologist and historians understand 
our history better than Indigenous Peoples do, and in most cases their institutional backgrounds 
nourishes their dominant perspectives, NCTC would like to see a Tribal Liaison involved in all 
projects, almost all agencies in California today have Tribal Liaisons mandated by the State to 
assist in Indigenous perspectives understandings and communications, not institutional based 
book understandings only. 

8.1.9. Second Paragraph, second sentence.  Although State Parks thinks that they and their staff 
understand the Indigenous Perspectives through their educational back grounds and experience, 
this is not true.  Indigenous Perspectives are unique to the First Peoples and therefore must be 
included in the brainstorming and planning of all projects that have the potential to disturb/
impact California Indigenous Peoples resources.

8.1.9 Third Paragraph.  “Project components have been designed, and will continue to be 
designed, to avoid and minimize impacts to known significant archaeological resources and tribal 
cultural resources, if identified.”  The PWP design footprint is in one big California Indigenous 
Sacred Chumash Site, how you can pick the sites that are visible to avoid or minimize 
disturbance, when the whole area, the whole project footprint is a Chumash Sacred Site and 
Sacred Landscape.

Sentence 7 “In mobile dune environments, it is common to locate newly revealed archaeological 
resources in shifting sands”  There are hundreds of hidden sacred middens that are the maker for 
our encampments, and lodges, the whole PWP project footprint is one big Chumash Sacred Site.  
State Parks claims that they know of 80 registered Chumash Sacred Site with half the park 
surveyed, we the Chumash of this Land say there are hundreds, and the whole area is a Sacred 
Living Landscape.

Sentence 8 “(Condition-2) Archaeological and Native American Monitoring” Monitoring is not 
mitigation under CEQA.

8.1.9.1  C-I: AVOIDANCE Sentence 2 “If documented archaeological resources”, our Tribal 
Cultural Resources are not archaeological resources, there may be things that are archaeological 
resources, but anything connected to pre-historic Tribal Culture are “Tribal Cultural Resources”.



The meaning of avoidance for NCTC is the absence of any and all human intrusions that may 
have possible impacts to the Tribal Cultural Resources, which would be identified by the Tribal 
Governments review.    

8.1.9.2 C-2: ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND NATIVE AMERICAN MONITORING
Californian Native American Indigenous monitoring must be included in any and all project that 
have a Tribal Culture aspect, from Sacred Landscape to Villages, not just when someone 
classifies Sacred soils as disturbed, to all Indigenous Peoples disturbed and undisturbed are the 
same thing, containing the essences of our Ancestors lives.  California Indigenous Peoples have 
equal standing with any and all anthropologist and archaeologist.

8.2 Environmental Setting
Second Paragraph.  “There are at least 48 identified and recorded cultural resources within the 
PWP planning area.”  The entire PWP planning area is one Chumash Sacred Site and Living 
Landscape, and area where thousands of Chumash lived for over 10,000 years.  State Parks is 
minimizing the importance of this Sacred Landscape by only emphasizing 48 cultural resource 
sites, the Chumash live throughout the entire Dunes habitat with ever changing landscape 
building Chumash life ways one on top of another.  Geological sand dune movements over the 
last 10,000 years are phenomenal.

8.2.1.1 Archaeological Resources
California Indigenous Peoples Tribal Cultural Resources are not archaeological resources and 
should always be respected in the proper context. Archaeology has been trying to take our stories 
over for several hundred years, and Indigenous Peoples are not an archaeological resource.

78.2.2 Native American Consultation and Coordination
As can be seen from looking at the Table 8.1 Summary of PWP Consultation Efforts, the last 
effort that State Parks made to have meaningful consultation was May 15, 2018. As NCTC has 
stated previously in this document, no meaningful consultation has occurred, one or two 
meetings do not qualify as meaningful consultation, Indigenous comments and opinions must be 
included into the process.  

Meetings with a tribe that include other tribes, agencies, or the public are not a substitute for 
mandatory consultation with that individual tribe. “Tribes are not interchangeable, and 
consultation with one tribe does [not] relieve State Parks of its obligation to consult with any 
other tribe that may be a consulting party under CEQA.”

8.2.2.1 Tribal Cultural Resources
Sentence 1 “Consultation conducted in support of the PWP EIR has not resulted in the 
identification of tribal cultural resources within or immediately adjacent to the PWP planning 
area.”  NCTC finds this statement to be misleading at best, NCTC informed State Parks of the 
importance of the Chumash Sacred Landscape which encompasses the project area. Additional 
the Phillips 66 proposed developments area is one huge Chumash Site, NCTC personally worked 
on the recent survey conducted by Phillips 66 for the expansion for the oil railroad project. Over 
75% of the Phillips 66 site is a Chumash registered Sacred Site, and State Parks is proposing to 



destroy our Sacred Sites with OHV tracks and camp sites, not social or environmental justice in 
our understanding, nor has there been meaningful ongoing consultation.

8.3.3  Impacts and Mitigation
Sentence 1, “Implementation of the PWP is not expected to result in a substantial adverse change 
in the significance of an archaeological resources as defined in Section 15064.5.”  This statement 
is not true, misleading, and makes conclusions leaving out substantial additional Tribal Cultural 
Resources data and information currently available through a simple records search.  Phillips 66 
Tribal Cultural Resources data was not included in this report, vital information.  Additionally, 
once again Indigenous Peoples are not archaeological resources.

8.3.3.1 Ongoing Park Operations and Regular Maintenance Activities
The ongoing park operation fall short of offering protections to Chumash Sacred Site.

8.3.3.3 & 4. Oso Flaco Improvement Project (Initial and Future)
NCTC does not support the the additional use of the area. It would degrade the Chumash Sacred 
Landscape.

8.3.3.5 Park Corporation Yard Improvement Project
Any and all proposed disturbance to native soils in or near Tribal Cultural Resources must 
include meaningful tribal consultation prior to finalization of work to be performed.

8.3.3.6 Oceano Campground Infrastructure Improvement Project
Native American monitoring is not mitigation under CEQA. Meaningful consultation must be 
included prior to any finalization of plans for proposed project in this area.

8.3.3.7 Pier and Grand Avenue Entrances & Lifeguard Towers Project
Meaningful consultation with Tribal Governments must occur.

8.3.3.9 Butterfly Grove Public Access Project
Meaningful consultation with Tribal Governments must occur prior to finalization of proposed 
plan.

8.3.3.10 Pismo State Beach Boardwalk Project
Native American monitoring is not mitigation under CEQA. Meaningful consultation with all 
affected Tribal Governments must occur prior to finalization of plans.

8.3.3.11 Phillips 66/Southern Entrance Project
Tribal Cultural Resources were mapped and registered during the tribal cultural resources 
surveys done about 3 years ago, during the Phillips 66 rail extension for the transportation of 
additional crude oil to the Phillips 66 plant. Many sites were defined and recorded.  If State Parks 
had been having ongoing meaningful consultations with NCTC they would have known this, 
Applied EarthWorks performed the on the ground survey. Phillips 66 site and proposed OHV 
road to the dunes is covered with sensitive species and many Chumash registered Sacred Sites.

Impact 8-2 



The potential for human remains in our Indigenous Perspectives is extremely high, looking at the 
large area of Chumash Sacred Landscape, therefore it is NCTC position that the cumulative 
impact for human remains is very high, and must be a class 1 impact.

Impact 8-3
Consultation with Tribal Governments back in May of 2018 is not meaningful or ongoing 
consultation. In NCTC comments in the May of 2018, NCTC did strongly identify Tribal 
Cultural Resources as Chumash Sacred Landscapes, therefore the cumulative effect on these 
Sacred sites requires extensive tribal meaningful consultation, and must be mitigated.

8.4 Cumulative Effects
Californian Native American Chumash Peoples lands stretch from Malibu to Ragged Point, 
inland to the Carrizo Plains. Today we the Chumash People have been able to protect less than 
1% of our 100% stewardship of these lands, every small piece of impacts to our Scared Sites 
from project like the PWP is a major loss, when you add up all the proposed impacts from our 
Indigenous Peoples perspectives we see great cumulative effects. Any loss is the loss of a 
priceless resource, not renewable.  NCTC finds State Parks determination of “not expected to 
result in significant cumulative effects” to be false and misleading from our Indigenous 
Perspectives.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this FEIR for the Oceano Dunes proposed PWP 
projects.

Northern Chumash Tribal Council



 The area’s complex topography is the result of the meeting place of three major tectonic plates. 1

The Farallon Plate, moving eastward, was subducting beneath the North American Plate. As the 
Pacific Plate moved northwest, the subduction eventually ceased in our area. Remnants of the 
Farallon Plate, microplates, were captured by the Pacific Plate beneath the North American Plate; 
continental margins of the North American Plate became part of the Pacific Plate. That is, all 
land and sea floor west of the San Andreas Fault that was part of the North American Plate, 
became part of the Pacific Plate. The microplates ride the Pacific plate (see for details: 
californiahttps://pubs.geoscienceworld.org/geosphere/article-lookup/1/3/147 
As the Pacific Plate continued its northwest migration subducting under Alaska, it rotated the 
Arguello Microplate, also known as the Transverse block, forming the Southern California Bite. 
It is bordered on its eastern side by the Transverse Range, on the West side by the Channel 
Islands with the Ventura-Santa Barbara Basin in the middle, and to its north, the Arguello 
Canyon. The rotation ended with the capture of Baja that now presses against this block causing 
folding and uplift.

The Monterey Microplate from the Farallon Plate, beneath western Santa Barbara County and 
San Luis Obispo County, is bordered on the East by the San Andreas Fault, on the West by the 
Santa Lucia Bank and the Santa Lucia Escarpment and on the South boundary by the Arguello 
Microplate. This boundary’s exact location is within the Arguello Canyon, a significant conduit 
directing the West Coast’s only persistent upwelling that provide nutrients for the nearshore and 
micro beach flora and fauna. The Monterey Microplate is deformed with a subsistence slant from 
the coastline to the Santa Lucia Bank. The Santa Lucia Bank is tilted with the uptrust on its 
eastern most side.  Running nearshore is the Hosgri Fault, another huge crack in this microplate.

californiahttps://pubs.geoscienceworld.org/geosphere/article-lookup/1/3/147


 The persistent nutrient-rich upwelling flows up the Arguello Canyon, enriching the Santa Lucia 2

Bank, the Arguello Canyon and coastal waters from Point Sal to Point Conception. Here, in a 
transition zone blending upwelling nutrients with warm water from the South and cold water 
from the North, a unique, complex interaction of species and natural phenomena occurs. Feeding 
the web of life along the eastern rim of the Pacific Basin, the nutrients spread through and 
beyond both the dune tidal area, feeding plankontic communities, plants of the kelp forests, and 
various life stages of marine flora and fauna.

The northern portion of the transition zone between Southern California warm waters and 
Northern California cold waters is defined as beginning at Point Conception and extending 2 
degrees north to 36 degree north latitude (20 miles south of Point Sur at Mill Creek Canyon). 
The proposed sanctuary expansions cover this area north to Santa Rosa Creek. The area is the 
meeting place of the Oregonian Temperate Eastern Pacific and the Californian Subtropical 
American Eastern Pacific climates and waters. The region is dependent upon as well as a cause 
of the complex interaction of the southward moving California current, the warmer northward 
moving subcurrent, the near-shore northward moving seasonal Davidson Current, and the 
upwelling. The dynamics are not fully understood, and systematic, ecosystem-based research is 
needed.

The Oregonian weather pattern brings strong northwesterly winds during the spring, a cool 
marine layer with much fog during the summer, and generally strong wet storms during the 
winter. The warm, clear autumn months are generally dominated by the California Subtropical 
climate, which also tempers colder winter weather from the North.

The California Current system flows from the North Pacific and is driven by planetary rotation 
and large scale winds. Offshore circulation is dominated by this current for most of the annual 
cycle. The current flows along the surface and near surface at the edge of the continental shelf. It 
is generally composed of low-temperature, low-saline, subarctic waters. The current's position 
and intensity varies with season and latitude; several coastal currents oppose it. 

At the inner edge of this system is the California Undercurrent, characterized by warm saline 
water. The undercurrent ranges to within 100 kilometers of the coast; it runs from Baja California 
to Washington State. The undercurrent surfaces in the winter along the coast of Central 
California.

 https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-3

d&q=Report+Prepared+for+California+Department+of+Parks+and+Recreation+William+W.
+Hendricks%2C+Ph.D. 

 Economic	Impact	from	Suspension	of	the	Vehicular	Use	at	the	Oceano	Dunes	SVRA4

https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&q=Report+Prepared+for+California+Department+of+Parks+and+Recreation+William+W.+Hendricks%2C+Ph.D
https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&q=Report+Prepared+for+California+Department+of+Parks+and+Recreation+William+W.+Hendricks%2C+Ph.D
https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-1-d&q=Report+Prepared+for+California+Department+of+Parks+and+Recreation+William+W.+Hendricks%2C+Ph.D
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17IFfp4qW7MXbfrodXuhU9F7btSdTSdcFz-gsH-h6tnA/edit?usp=sharing
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\Ŝs
IJTT
Q
̀Qqb
̀SKSKIJTT
VJwXPJ
��i
wPX\
iJ\XPNQI
MQv
qNI
tQVXP
MQv
QKO
qsJK
TX\J]r
oXP}JO

oNqsNK
a
\NIJT
Xw
qsJ
KJQP
qsJ
HPQKO
�nJ
JKqPQK̂J
qX
qsJ
VJQ̂s
wXP
a�
vJQPT
QKO
TX\J
OQvToJ
̂XSIOK�q
xQP}
qX
[X
qX
oXP}
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zLQV[qOVQWVM
SzLQV̂}VV\R[_OVQWVM̂_V̂\Oòr
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�~UU
VZ_zPZU
XYaZ_zPZU]aZ̀aYZ̀aÒ̂ Zqbs
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Chaver, Yair@Coastal

From: Chaver, Yair@Coastal
Sent: Wednesday, January 11, 2017 3:31 PM
To: Chaver, Yair@Coastal
Subject: FW: NOAA rec

From: Brittany Struck - NOAA Federal [mailto:brittany.struck@noaa.gov]  
Sent: Tuesday, January 10, 2017 12:33 PM 
To: Chaver, Yair@Coastal 
Cc: Koteen, Laurie@Coastal; Garske, Lauren@Coastal 
Subject: follow up from Dec. 14, 2016, conference call 
 
Hi Yair, 
 
This is a follow up email I promised to you all back in December. Below summarizes the suggested revisions 
we provided to State Parks on creek-crossing guidelines for Arroyo Grande Creek. These park guidelines help 
the park in making a decision to prohibit crossing of the creek within the State Vehicle Recreation Area. These 
guidelines are of interest to NOAA Fisheries as the subject crossing is within designated critical habitat for 
threatened south-central California steelhead. The specific track changes to the creek-crossing guidelines word 
document was provided to State Parks on December 23, 2016. 
 
1. We suggested that the intent of the guidance should include a specific reference to protecting designated 
critical habitat for threatened south-central steelhead, rather than simply stating "...protect the waterway from 
pollution...". 
 
2. We suggested a third condition criterion to be considered when deciding to prohibit creek crossing. This third 
criterion would be during the winter and spring migration season for both adult and juvenile steelhead when 
complete hydrologic connectivity exists between Arroyo Grande Creek lagoon and the ocean with a water-
column depth of approximately 1 foot or more. We also suggested the option of closing the crossing during a 
storm event and up to 48-hours after the storm ceases or until connectivity conditions no longer prevail. 
 
3. We suggested a more conservative axel/hubcap crossing criterion from mid-hubcap to a quarter-hubcap 
because at these lower water levels, the risk of encountering a steelhead is dramatically reduced. 
 
4. We suggested general language that brings awareness to the fact that the days during and following winter 
and spring storms of significant magnitude, steelhead are either attempting to access the lagoon or leave the 
lagoon for ocean entry when there is complete hydrologic connectivity between these two habitats. 
 
 
NOAA Fisheries is here to simply advise and make recommendations to State Parks to minimize and avoid 
impacts to federally listed salmonids. We hope State Parks will atleast consider these revisions the next time 
this document is officially updated. Finally, we are currently coordinating with State Parks on a possible site 
visit to the subject crossing as early as January 18, 2017, given their schedules and availability. 
 
Thanks, 
Brittany 
 
--  
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Brittany Struck 
Natural Resource Management Specialist 
 
U.S. Department of Commerce 
NOAA Fisheries West Coast Region 
501 West Ocean Blvd., Suite 4200 
Long Beach, CA 90802 
 
Office: 562-432-3905 
Fax: 562-980-4027 
Cell: 214-505-9547 
brittany.struck@noaa.gov 
 

Right-click here to download 
pictures.  To help protect your  
privacy, Outlook prevented 
auto matic downlo ad o f this  
picture from the Internet.

 
 
 
"Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is progress; working together is success."       
- Henry Ford 
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ôQUlN
pOlQP
yOTKl[
VMQ
LUPV
zQUT]
�KVM
VMKP
Kl
\Kly
UlyrKVM
U
TUSKy
VTUlPKVKNl
ULTQUyz
VU~Kl[
SLÛQ
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February 9, 2021

To: California Coastal Commission     Re:  Oceano/Dunes OHV Hearings 

Thank you for this opportunity to weigh in on the issue of OHVs on Oceano 
Dunes/Beach. I realize that this has been a thorny issue that has been debated 
for the last forty years.  It is time, for many reasons, to finally end OHV riding on 
this beach/dune area.  The reasons that are most compelling for me are two and 
they are interrelated. 

First, any decisions made at any level of government must take into account 
climate change.  Specifically decisions must move us toward the National, State 
and County benchmarks for lowering CO2 emissions.  We are at serious risk of 
reaching climate tipping points in global warming that will significantly impact the 
possibility of life on our planet.  Even if we can lower green house gas emissions 
enough to avoid the worst of the problems, our region of the country is already 
experiencing significant negative impacts to health and well being. These 
conditions will only get worse in the months and years to come due to the rise in 
temperatures already baked into our planetary systems.

The number of vehicles that descend on the Oceano Dunes area because of 
OHV access, is staggering.  Many, if not most, of these vehicles come from the 
Central Valley, an average 300 mile round trip.  Doing the math for this travel, 
assuming 1,000 vehicles averaging fuel efficiency of 20 miles/gallon, traveling 
from the Central Valley 25 weekends per year, and we find a total of 500,000 
Tons of CO2 has been emitted just in the drive to and from our coast.  On top of 
that, untold gallons of gasoline are burned by the OHVs brought over each 
weekend thus emitting many additional tons of CO2 in addition to a great deal of 
noise pollution.  To put this in perspective, to offset CO2 emissions from just the 
commute-fuel burned over 25 weekends (and more weekends are involved than 
this each year), approximately 83,000 trees would need to be planted each year.  
It is impossible for me to calculate how many additional trees would need to be 
planted to offset the fuel burned by the OHVs themselves.  Needless to say, 
these offset trees have never been planted and are not now being proposed as a 
mitigation action.

Instead, plants that do naturally grow on the dunes are destroyed by the OHVs. 
This destruction  negatively impacts the nesting areas of the endangered birds of 
the area.  This biological destruction is the second reason that OHVs should be 
prohibited.  In addition to the climate chaos bearing down on us, a significant loss 



of biodiversity is also underway. This loss of biodiversity is so severe that science 
warns it may result in the “Sixth Great Extinction.” Like climate change, this issue 
needs to be considered by governmental agencies when making decisions that 
would negatively impact any species, and especially endangered species, of 
plants or animals.  

University of Oxford’s Interdisciplinary Centre for Conservation Science has 
developed a framework they refer to as the “4Rs.”  This framework, if used to 
make decisions, will lessen negative impacts on species and ecosystems and 
thus protect biodiversity.  The “4Rs” are:  

1.  Refrain:  Avoiding negative impacts on nature.
2.  Reduce: Minimizing the harm caused by any unavoidable impacts.
3.  Restore:  Acting to quickly counteract any harm caused to nature. 
4.  Renew:  Working to improve damaged ecosystems.

Clearly, OHVs on the beach and dunes create negative impacts on nature by 
increasing fossil fuel emissions, vehicular habitat destruction, and harassment 
and killing of birds and sea life in the area.  Further, the way to minimize the harm 
caused by human access to the beach and dunes is to end all vehicular access 
to these areas, including banning on-beach camping.  Because we are 
experiencing the dual crises of climate chaos and biodiversity loss, it is 
exceedingly important that corrective measures to reduce fossil fuel emissions 
and protect endangered species be taken quickly and without delay.  Therefore, I 
implore the Commission to act immediately to:
 
1. ban all recreational vehicles (OHV and street legal) from the beach and the 

dunes, and 
2. direct that all necessary action be taken to repair the damage already done to 

this ecology. 

Remember, please, that time is of the essence.  We simply do not have another 
5 or 10 years to wait before we begin the repair work to the environmental 
damage we humans have caused. 

Respectfully submitted by
Sharon A. Rippner, Ph.D. 
6448 Squire Court 
San Luis Obispo, CA. 93401
805-909-0405 
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ņ¾RXP
QN¾TQP
¾QNUNOPN̂
Ã¼
¿PRPN
gRQ»UY
ÄoTlŜ
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VjMQŶrXWs[QPUXbQ_PÛ_M̂\Xòq
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February, 2021 

Dear Coastal Commissioners, 

 The recent release of State Parks Public Works plan 
 took 18 months to develop. What was the outcome? 
 A plan that does nothing to protect the environment, 
 air quality, or the safety of pedestrians who want to  
 enjoy the dunes. If anything, it increases the destruction 
 to the environment and adds to air quality, traffic and  
 noise issues. 

Now is the time for the Coastal Commission to follow 
thru on the plan to reimagine the park and open it up to 
all people who can enjoy this magnificent geological 
wonder. 

Allow the area between Grand and Pier Ave for day  
camping and those who need to be driven to the beach 
area. Now is the time to make this park open to all.  
Many of us have never seen or been able to enjoy the 
dunes until the closure to OHV activity last year. 

The park is a gigantic recreation area for vacationers and 
local residents alike. By making the dunes accessible to 
more people this will lead to the expansion of businesses 
and the improvement of the economy for the local 
communities. 



Let’s protect this fragile coastal dunes and open it up to 
the growing number of people who have recently 
discovered the ability to safely enjoy beach type activities 
in this extremely unique area. 
It is time for the  Coastal Commission  to follow thru on 
its plan to reimagine the park. 

Linda Reynolds 
Nipomo, Ca 
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TO:   The California Coastal Commission 
FROM:   Jan Howell Marx JD 
RE:  Oceano Dunes Review March 18, 2021 
DATE:  February 9, 2021 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
I am a San Luis Obispo City Council Member, former SLO Mayor and current Board Member of 
the SLO Air Pollution Control District Board (APCD), however I am writing in my capacity as a 
private individual, environmentalist and long time SLO resident.  
 
I strongly oppose the draft State Parks draft plan to maintain and expand vehicular and OHV use 
and development of the ESHA Oso Flaco Lake to include new campgrounds and new OHV 
access and facilities. This would negatively impact Oso Flaco which is an ADA compliant, 
peaceful, and low impact recreational site, as well as destroy its high environmental value.  Too 
long, State Parks has aggressively evaded compliance with the Health Code, the APCD hearing 
board’s orders, and CEQA, to the detriment of local residents’ health, the environment, and the 
Coastal Act. The territorial domination of the Oceano Dunes Park by OHV enthusiasts has not 
only made the Park dangerous to pedestrians, neighbors, and wildlife, but has also failed to 
include diverse members of the public. The Park belongs to everyone, not just those who can 
afford OHVs.  
 
I strongly support the tentative staff recommendation for the March 18, 2021 hearing to 
“reimagine the Park operating in more environmentally sustainable and legally consistent way.”  
Phasing out off-roading over five years while expanding other kinds of recreational uses will 
provide expanded access to the Dunes for everyone, reduce dust emissions and better protect the 
environment.  Significantly, the staff proposal finally gives residents of the underserved 
community of Oceano direct access to their beach. Moving the campgrounds northward makes 
sense, environmentally and economically, since campers could then more easily access 
restaurants and shops of bordering cities.   
 
As substantiated by the recent study by Professor Patel of Cal Poly, the absence of OHVs from 
the Park during the COVID closure did not negatively impact the local economy and in fact, 
increased hotel bookings.  The Park, surrounding communities, visitors from diverse kinds of 
backgrounds and the environment would all benefit tremendously from the Commission’s 
reimagining and improving the Park’s “visitor serving” uses as proposed in the tentative staff 
recommendation.  
 
Thank you for considering, 
 
Jan Howell Marx, JD 
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ccca3858@gmail.com http://mesaairfacts.net 
 

   

 
 

February 8, 2021 
 
 
Dear Director Ainsworth and Coastal Commissioners, 
 
Concerned Citizens for Clean Air supporters are very encouraged by the attached report by 
Cal-Poly Associate Professor Anilkumar Patel titled “Economic Impact from the Suspension 
of Vehicular Use at the Oceano Dunes SVRA”.   For many people the mathematics of the 
supposedly great economic boost from the OHV users visiting the Central Coast did not add 
up.   Finally here is a report based on actual, unemployment figures and bed tax data 
comparing several local towns and neighboring counties economic activity during the 
months the beach was closed to vehicles.  It concludes:  there was no statistical evidence 
of a negative impact from the suspension of driving on the beach.   
 
 
CCCA’s mission is to advocate for appropriate mitigation in the dunes to reduce the dust 
emissions to natural background levels, as it would be without riding on the dunes.   
Getting that mitigation done has been a long laborious process to date.  Should the riding 
be greatly reduced or eliminated, that would surely accelerate the dunes “self-restoration”  
and clean up our air. 
 
We hope you will take the time to read the study. 
Sincerely, 
 
Arlene Versaw and Rachelle Toti 
Co-founders, CCCA 
 
 

 
 

 
Concerned Citizens for Clean Air 



ECONOMIC IMPACT 
FROM SUSPENSION OF 

THE VEHICULAR USE 
AT THE OCEANO  

DUNES SVRA  

Pratish Anilkumar Patel  
Associate Professor  
Finance Department  
California Polytechnic State University  
San Luis Obispo  
ppatel29@calpoly.edu  

ABSTRACT  

On March 28, 2020, the California State Parks 

suspended vehicles at the Oceano Dunes 

SVRA. In this report, I analyze the suspension’s 

economic impact for the San Luis Obispo 

County (County). Before the suspension, prior 

studies, using a survey-based approach, 

claimed that the vehicular use is pivotal to the 

county’s economy. A survey-based approach 

indirectly measures the impact and suffers 

from selection bias. For example, if most 

responders are vehicle users, then the 

approach overstates the impact. I use an 

alternative approach. Using a Difference in 

Difference (DiD) approach, I claim that the 

suspension had a minimum impact on the 

Transit Oriented Tax (TOT) and County’s 

unemployed. By using location data, I find that 

time spent at County’s parks follows a similar 

pattern as nearby counties. Using small 

business revenue data, I find that the County’s 

revenue decline pattern was similar to other 

nearby counties. That is, the suspension did 

not disproportionately affect the County. 

Overall, contrary to the implications from 

previous studies, I do not find a significant 

decline in economic impact from the 

suspension. 
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Executive Summary  

Background  



Off-highway Vehicle (OHV) recreation is the top attraction in Oceano according 

to Trip Advisor. 1 But the vehicle use causes environmental loss as it damages sensitive 

habitat areas and the nesting area of endangered California shorebirds like snowy 

plovers. 2 Naturally, the vehicle use also causes pollution; it leads to erosion and it leads 

to lingering trash. Then, there is a tradeoff. On one hand, the vehicle use is positive for 

the San Luis Obispo County’s (referred as the “County”) economy as it serves as a 

tourist magnet. California State Parks hired SMG Consulting (SMG) to study the local 

economic impact of visitors to the Oceano Dunes State Vehicular Recreation Area 

(ODSVRA). Their survey-based approach concluded that such activity contributed $243 

million to the local economy. 3 On the other hand, the vehicle use is negative because of 

public safety, health care and environmental costs. Because of the tradeoff, the vehicular 

access issue remains sensitive. In this report, I analyze the local economic impact from 

suspending the vehicular use at the ODSVRA between March and October 2020.4I do 

not comment on the environmental, healthcare, and public safety aspects of the 

suspension. 5  

On July 11, 2019, California Coastal Commission (“Coastal Commission”) held a 

public hearing about the use of vehicles at the ODSVRA. 6 As a rebuttal to the SMG’s  

1 Top Attractions in Oceano page on TripAdvisor ( https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attractions-g32814- 
Activities-Oceano_San_Luis_Obispo_County_California.html )  
2 https://www.sanluisobispo.com/news/local/environment/article243564792.html 
3 The SMG report can be found here.  
4 Sometimes, I assume that the suspension takes place between April and November 2020. This is because 
the suspension took place on March 26; vehicular access was open for most of the month of March. 5 No 
one compensated me to write this report. All errors are my own.  
6 The report can be found here. 
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analysis, I argued that SMG overstated the impact. Over the summer after the hearing,              

State Parks entered into a consent cease-and-desist order with the Coastal Commission            



after a whistleblowing investigation by the Center for Biological Diversity showed that            

some State Park’s actions had harmed snowy plovers.7 The vehicular access suspended            

in March 2020. From a research perspective, the suspension offers another tool to  

analyze the economic impact. Unlike previous studies, I can now measure the direct 

impact on the local economy — I do not have to rely on survey results. Note that an 

economic impact analysis falls in the realm of social science. It is  difficult to prove 

causality; one can only hope for “probable causation”. With that  caveat in mind, to 

understand the impact, I analyze:  

• Google Trends data to measure the popularity of vehicular use at the SVRA • 

Time spent in parks across the County relative to other nearby counties • Small 

business revenue decline in the County relative to nearby counties • Number of 

open small businesses in the County relative to nearby counties • Number of 

unemployed in the County relative to nearby counties • Transit Oriented Tax / 

Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT) from Oceano relative  to Avila Beach and 

Nipomo  

Data availability constrains me. For example, sales tax is a measurable proxy of the 

economic impact. Unfortunately, I do not have access to sales tax at a relative high 

frequency. As a result, I use other proxies of sales tax like time spent at parks and small 

business revenue. In the same manner, TOT revenue across all areas of the San Luis 

Obispo (SLO) metropolitan area is an appropriate measure of the impact. For example, 

if data were available, I would compare Oceano’s TOT revenue to Morro bay or  

7 Technically, the Coast Commission consent cease and desist order did not bar vehicle entry. The order 
suspended vehicle activity in nesting areas which harassed plovers and caused them to move. The order 
also requested State Parks to limit their own vehicle use. Last, the order suspended any major grading 
until October 3rd, 2020. 
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Cambria’s TOT revenue. But, due to data availability, I compare Oceano’s TOT revenue 



relative to Avila Beach. 
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Summary of Research Methods  



To understand the economic impact, I break up the analysis in two parts. The  first part 

concerns circumstantial evidence. In this part, I build the case documenting  that 

suspension of vehicular use at ODSVRA had a minimal impact on the County’s 

economy. I build the case by analyzing google trends, time spent at the parks, small 

business revenue, and number of open small businesses. The second part concerns what 

is closest to the smoking gun evidence. 8In this part, I seek to answer two questions:  

1. What is the impact on the Oceano Beach’s TOT revenue due to the vehicular 

access suspension?  

2. How many jobs were lost due to the vehicular access suspension? Consider 

Oceano Inn located on Pier Avenue, which serves as one of the entrances for  the 

vehicular access. The suspension clearly affects the Inn’s revenue and in turn, 

County’s TOT. In this sense, the first question directly measures the suspension’s 

impact. The second question concerns jobs, which is arguably the best proxy of an 

economic impact. Since an Oceano citizen can work in Paso Robles, I measure the job 

impact by considering San Luis Obispo metropolitan area.  

A naïve analysis measures Oceano’s TOT revenue in April 2020 and compares  the 

revenue against April 2019. 9 The analysis attributes the yearly change to the 

suspension. But such an attribution may not be appropriate. For example, suppose that 

the difference is negative: Oceano’s TOT revenue for April 2020 was lower relative to 

April 2019. Along with the suspension, the decrease may be because of COVID. To 

make matters worse, the difference, along with COVID, may also be due to the perilous 

wildfire season. Last, the difference may be seasonal. Perhaps the year 2020 was hotter  

8 As claimed before, economic impact analysis is social science, and I am constrained by data availability. 
Therefore, I do not have a true measure of a smoking gun.  
9 Naturally, we can measure other months in the same manner. 
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(or colder) than 2019, which led to a decrease in the number of visitors. To summarize, 

other factors in 2020 may also cause a dip in the TOT revenue.  

To isolate the suspension’s impact, I compare Oceano’s yearly change with Avila 

Beach’s yearly change. This type of comparison is ubiquitous in public policy and 

economics — the method is called a “Difference in Difference” (DiD) approach.10 The 

idea is simple. COVID, wildfires and overall temperature trends also affect Avila 

Beach’s TOT revenue. The vehicular access suspension at the ODSVRA, on the other 

hand, does not affect Avila Beach (at least directly). Then, under reasonable 

assumptions, by comparing Avila Beach to Oceano, I can isolate the suspension’s 

impact.  

Said differently, I compare the outcome variable (like time spent in parks) in the 

County relative to nearby regions. The key assumption in the DiD approach is the so 

called “parallel trends” assumption. Implicitly I assume that before the suspension, time 

spent at parks followed a specific pattern across all the regions. For example,  relative to 

January 2020, if time spent in Monterey in February 2020 increases by 5%,  then the time 

spent in San Luis Obispo will also increase by the same magnitude.  Trends are parallel. 

Then based on the SMG study, since the suspension would  disproportionately impact 

the County relative to neighbors, I would expect a significant  decrease in the time spent 

in parks in the County relative to others. A lack of a  significant decrease implies that 

the suspension did not have a material economic  impact.  

In contrast, previous studies employed surveys. SMG, for example, asked survey 

participants of their spending patterns via a survey. To do so, they intercepted visitors 

at each of the entrances of the Oceano Dunes District parks and asked 16 questions in a 

post-trip email survey. The survey suffers from measurement error. For example, the  

10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Difference_in_differences 
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survey claimed that a visiting party spent approximately $1,300 per visit. However, the 

survey did not ask where the responders rented their OHVs. It may be that some 

visitors from Fresno rent from Fresno rather than the County. Incorporating their 

expenditure in the County’s economic impact is misleading. The survey also suffers 

from selection bias. For example, asking OHV visitors about vehicular access at the 

ODSVRA selectively focuses on visitors who favor driving on the beach. While the 

survey included the visitors to the Monarch Grove and campers who did not use ATVs, 

it did not reach out to pedestrian beach-goers who would otherwise come to the beach 

for the explicit purpose of swimming, surfing or other non-vehicular activities.  

To summarize, since I measure actual outcomes, the DiD approach is direct and 

does not suffer from the biases plaguing the survey-based approach.  

Main Findings  

Circumstantial Evidence  

1. After analyzing Google Trends data which proxies for search interest, I find that 

the vehicular access popularity is a small fraction of popularity of Pismo Beach 

or Avila Beach.  

2. After analyzing Google’s time use patterns, I find that time spent at County’s 

parks follows a similar pattern as nearby counties during the suspension period 3. 

After analyzing Womply’s small business revenue data, I find that small 

businesses in the County, actually, fared better than their peers in nearby  counties 

during the suspension period  

4. After analyzing Womply’s small business openings data, I find that more 

businesses remained open in the County in April relative to other counties. More 

businesses remained open in the County relative to Monterey but less than Santa 

Barbara during the latter half of 2020.  

Smoking Gun Evidence 
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1. After analyzing TOT revenues for Avila Beach, Oceano and Nipomo, using the             

DiD approach, I do not find any statistical evidence of a negative impact of the               

suspension.  

2. After analyzing the number of unemployed across San Luis Obispo, Salinas, 

Ventura, and Santa Barbara counties, using the DiD approach, I do not find any 

statistical evidence of a negative impact of the suspension.  

Analysis  

Circumstantial Evidence involving Google Trends Data  

Modern life revolves around Google. To appreciate the pivotal nature of google, 

go back to April 2020 when an average person did not understand the COVID 

symptoms. According to a New York Times article titled “Google Searches Can Help Us 

Find Emerging COVID-19 Outbreaks“, author Seth Stephens-Davidowitz finds that 

Google searches can find COVID hotspots. For example, searches for “I can’t smell” 

were the highest in New York, New Jersey, Louisiana, and Michigan. Infection rate was 

also the highest in those four states. 11 Seth’s analysis uses Google Trends, which is a 

public tool that the research community can use to study anonymous and aggregate 

search data. In the same spirit as the article, I analyze relevant searches to understand 

the popularity of vehicular use in Oceano.  

For any keyword, Google Trends gives a normalized index of the relative use of              

the word. The trends index has a maximum of 100 where 100 represents the maximum               

search interest for the keyword. Also, Google Trends can measure search intensity in a  

11 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/05/opinion/coronavirus-google-searches.html?auth=login-google 
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region. In this way, by comparing several keywords germane to the county, one can get 

a sense of a topic’s popularity.  

But the use of keywords is more of an art than an exact science. For example, a 

word like “off-roading” also garners interest in Nevada and Utah. Therefore, adequate 

analysis has to filter keywords germane to the Central Coast. In that regard, I first 

compare the keyword “Oceano Dunes SVRA” with “Beach ATV” and “Monarch 

Butterfly Grove”. These three keywords generated major interest in the County and 

surrounding areas. From a Google search of “Oceano Dunes SVRA”, the first item is the 

link for the State Parks. I used the keyword “Monarch Butterfly Grove” as it is the top 

attraction in Pismo Beach. I compare those two keywords against the keyword “Beach 

ATV” which suggests activity. This keyword is more relevant to tourists who may not 

be familiar with the region.12  

Figure 1 shows the search intensity of the three keywords since 2003. Two 

observations are in order. First, the searches follow a seasonal pattern. The search of the 

keyword “Beach ATV” reaches its peak during summer months, for example. As a 

result, the economic impact analysis needs to consider the variability across different 

months. Second, searches for Monarch Butterfly Grove are more popular than searches 

for Oceano Dunes SVRA (orange line is above the green line most of the time). But 

search for “Beach ATV” — not Oceano Dunes SVRA — is the most popular (dark blue 

line is above the other two lines) among the three keywords.  

Figure 2 compares the search interest in “Beach ATV” versus keywords “Pismo 

Beach” and “Avila Beach”. The story is different. The search interest in “Beach ATV” is 

markedly lower than “Pismo Beach” and “Avila Beach”. Upon casual inspection, there 

is no sign that the search interest in either Avila Beach or Pismo Beach decreased in  

12 I also used other keywords; the qualitative results remain identical. Note that the use of search term 
ATV may have some bias as it is just one type of OHV. Other examples of OHVs are dune buggies and 



motorcycles. 

8 | P a g e  
2020. It is prudent to compare the search interest relative to the one reported in the SMG 

study. According to Figure 13 in the SMG impact analysis report, 62% of the 

participants reported ATV riding as an activity. Figure 2 refutes such high participation.  

Figure 1: This figure shows the search intensity of different keywords using Google Trends  

Note that I cannot claim causality from Figure 2 evidence. Maybe ODSVRA visitors are 

local or maybe vehicular access attracts repeated visitors who do not use Google. Then, 

it may be that the Google Trends evidence does not capture the true popularity. In 

addition, the search intensity is not a proxy of the economic impact. It may be that 

ODSVRA, even though it is less popular than Avila Beach, has a bigger economic 

impact relative to Avila Beach. The next two sections address the two issues.  
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Figure 2: This figure shows the search intensity of different keywords using Google Trends. Note that the search 

intensity is relative. The Y-axis measuring intensity of “Beach ATV” is different from Y-axis of this figure.  

Circumstantial Evidence involving Google’s time use data  

In response to COVID, Google via Google Mobility Reports constructed  measures of 

daily time spent at parks, retail and recreation, grocery, transit locations,  and 

workplaces. To give a relative sense of the COVID impact, Google normalizes the  

time relative to January 2020. I use the daily time use data at the GitHub page of 

Opportunity Insights maintained by professors Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren from 

Harvard, and Professor John Friedman from Brown (  

https://github.com/OpportunityInsights/EconomicTracker ). 13 Specifically, in Figure 3, I  



13 Simple comparison can also be performed at https://www.tracktherecovery.org/. Note that the data is 
not available to compare cities like San Luis Obispo versus Pismo Beach.  
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compare the time spent at parks across three counties: San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara 

and Monterey.  

 
Figure 3: This figure shows the time spent at parks relative to January 2020 across three counties: San Luis Obispo, 

Monterey, and Santa Barbara  

Consider the dark blue line first which highlights San Luis Obispo. Relative to 

January 2020, the time spent at parks increases in February. But in March as the world 

comes to gripes with COVID and the resulting nationwide shutdown, time spent at 

parks experiences a dramatic decline. Relative to January, time spent at parks decreases 

by over 30%. But, at the beginning of the summer, people venture outside, and the time 



spent at parks actually increases by over 50% relative to January.  

Now compare San Luis Obispo to Monterey in pink and Santa Barbara in green.  The 

overall pattern of a steep decline in March-April and a sharp rise in summer  remains 

for the neighboring counties. In fact, consistently, more time was spent in the  
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County parks relative to the neighbors — dark blue line is above the other two lines. 

This suggests that suspension did not affect the time spent at the parks.  Again, Figure 3 

evidence is not causal. Since I do not have data on specific  location, I cannot, strictly, 

claim that suspension had a material impact on people trying  to spend at parks. But 

there is overwhelming evidence that even if the suspension had a  negative impact on 

the County’s economy, it was not material.  

Circumstantial Evidence involving Womply’s small business 

data  

Womply is a software company catering to small business needs. For example, 

with their software, small business managers can solve their accounting, inventory, and 

banking issues. In response to COVID, it started aggregating data from several credit 

card processors to provide analytical insights to small businesses and other clients. 

Similar to GPS tracking by Google, Womply also started providing small business data 

to the professors mentioned above. I use the same GitHub page14 to analyze two sets of 

data: small business revenue and small businesses that remain open. Similar to the 

mobility data, Womply aggregates the small business data at a county level and the 

data is relative to January 2020.  

In Figure 4, I compare the small business revenue data across three counties: San 

Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Monterey. Consider the dark blue line representing 

San Luis Obispo. Due to the COVID shutdown, the revenue decreases by more than 



40% between March and April 2020. Such a large drop is unprecedented — it highlights 

the perilous impact of COVID on the County. Moving forward, the revenue never 

increases relative to January 2020.  

14 Opportunity Insights GitHub page 
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Now compare the County to the neighboring Monterey and Santa Barbara 

counties. All counties experienced a steep decline in the early days of April 2020. It also 

seems that Monterey county never recovered. San Luis Obispo county fared better 

relative to the neighbors — dark blue line remains above the green and red lines, 

mostly. The relative position of the lines implies that San Luis Obispo county was, in 

fact, least affected.  

 
Figure 4: This plot shows the change in small business revenue relative to January 2020.  

Figure 5 shows the time series of the number of open small businesses across the 



three counties. According to this data, more San Luis Obispo County businesses 

remained open in April 2020 relative to the other counties. But, over time, more 

businesses closed in the County, but the County still fared better than Monterey.  

The relative comparison against neighboring counties is pivotal. The revenue in  the 

County may have declined due to the suspension; the revenue may also have  declined 

because Cal Poly went virtual. Although it went virtual, some students did  
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stay off-campus. Santa Barbara experienced a similar event. University of Santa Barbara 

and other community colleges also went virtual and it may be that some students 

decided to remain off-campus.15  

To summarize, Google Trends data in Figure 2 suggests that vehicular use is not  as 

popular as other keywords. Figure 3 suggests that there was no marked difference in 

the time spent at parks across the three counties. Figure 4 suggests that San Luis Obispo 

small businesses, actually fared better than their peers in neighboring counties. 16 Figure 

5 suggests that more businesses remained open in the County during April 2020 relative 

to the neighbors. Taken together, the circumstantial evidence indicates that even if there 

was a negative impact from the suspension, the impact was not material. I do not find 

any evidence of an economic impact on the order of $243 million as claimed by SMG. 

Next, I analyze the smoking gun evidence: Number of unemployed and TOT revenues.  

Smoking Gun Evidence involving Labor Force  

An economic impact analysis is incomplete without a study of jobs. Due to 

COVID, the US economy lost 22.2 million jobs in March and April 2020 while 

recovering only 12.4 million jobs. 17 James Carville, who was a strategist for Bill 

Clinton’s successful 1992 presidential bid, once said: “It’s the economy, stupid”. That 

statement especially rings true today. In this section, I analyze the time series of the 

number of unemployed in the County.  



15 It may be that the share of students who remained in off-campus in the County is different than the 
share of students who remained off-campus in Santa Barbara. The difference in share could result in 
variable impact. I cannot reject such causation.  
16 The small business revenue is also a proxy of sales tax and I expect that the County sales tax revenues 
fared better than their neighbors (relative to January 2020).  
17 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-economy/u-s-labor-market-losing-steam-as-covid-19-pandemic 
rages-idUSKBN28E0IB 
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Figure 6 shows the time series of the unemployed in the San Luis Obispo  Metropolitan 

Statistical Area (MSA) and compares it to the neighbors. The data is at a  monthly 

frequency and I get the data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). I use the  number 

of unemployed labor force at a MSA level rather than at a county level since it  is a 

better measure of the economic impact. 18 For example, if I was to account only for  San 

Luis Obispo County, then I would miss Paso Robles and in turn I would not  account 

for people who live in the County and commute to Paso Robles.  



18 I have 
also compared the data at a county level; the results do not change qualitatively. 
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Figure 5: This figure shows the number of open small businesses relative to January 20202  

Two observations are in order. First, the number of unemployed is seasonal. Consider 

the red line representing the number of unemployed in the Salinas MSA. Clearly, there 

is a yearly pattern. All other MSAs also have a seasonal pattern albeit the pattern is less 

pronounced. Second, Ventura MSA lost more jobs than other MSAs. San Luis Obispo 

MSA lost the least number of jobs. The second observation, however, is more nuanced. 

Ventura MSA also has the highest labor force; San Luis Obispo MSA has the smallest 

Labor force. Then, it is not clear if San Luis Obispo lost the least number of jobs relative 

to the labor force. Therefore, one needs to interpret Figure 6 with copious caution.  



Figure 6: This figure shows the number of unemployed in the San Luis Obispo MSA and its neighbors. The monthly 
data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure 7 shows the boxplot of the relative monthly changes in the number of 

unemployed. I analyze relative monthly changes to normalize. To understand the plot, 

consider SLO (green box). The seven square markers represent the monthly percentage 

change in the number of unemployed while OHV activity was suspended between 

March and November 2020. The solid line inside the rectangular box represents the 

median percentage change: half of the markers are above that line and half are lower. 

The markers outside the rectangular box are outliers. To the left is the boxplot of the 

monthly change in the number of unemployed for the past ten years. Note that this 

period covers the tail end of the past recession. The solid lines in the boxes are different 

— median monthly change in the number of unemployed is lower when OHV is 



suspended relative to when it is open. Across all MSAs, the monthly changes are wider 

when OHV activity is suspended relative to when OHV activity is open. This is 

consistent with Figure 6. Immediately after March 2020, the number of unemployed 

experienced a sharp increase. But in summer, it also experiences a sharp decrease. That 

is, across all MSAs, the changes in monthly unemployed are more variable.  
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Figure 7: This figure shows a box plot of the monthly changes in the number of unemployed. The OHV activity was 

suspended in the State Park from April 2020 to November 2020.  

As seen from Figure 6, COVID caused a havoc in the US economy; it negatively affected all 

MSAs. Figure 7 also shows that San Luis Obispo MSA is not adversely affected relative to 

other counties.  

Smoking Gun Evidence involving TOT Revenue  

One of the County’s revenue drivers is the Transit Occupancy Tax (TOT)  program. 

Another name for the TOT is the “bed tax” or the “hotel tax”. Anytime a guest  stays at a 

lodging business, a portion (between 9.50% and 12.5%) of their bill goes  toward the 

TOT program. The portion depends on three components: tax, Tourism  Marketing 

District assessment, and Tourism Business Improvement District assessment.  All 

lodging businesses collect the TOT after registering with the county. The  registration 

requirements are stringent. Regardless of whether an owner rents through a  property 

manager or rents via internet listings, they have to register the business.  
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Then, by definition, the TOT program is a good proxy of the economic impact 

created by the Central Coast tourism. In this section, I analyze the impact of the 

suspension on the TOT revenue.  

Univariate Analysis  

Figure 8 shows the monthly TOT revenue since 2017. I get the data from the 

County’s tourism website. I only analyze Avila Beach, Nipomo and Oceano due to data 

availability. The monthly data is available from January 2017 and ends in August 2020. 

Two observations are in order. First, the TOT revenues follow a seasonal pattern. As 

expected, the revenues are higher in summer and lower at other times.  

Second, the TOT revenue of Avila Beach is approximately 70 times more than 

Nipomo’s TOT Revenue and is approximately eight times more than Oceano’s TOT 

revenue. This nuance is important. Even if the suspension negatively affected the 

County’s economy, it is reasonable to assume that the impact is heterogenous. Due to 

proximity, Oceano and Nipomo are hurt more than Avila Beach. Then, the overall 

impact on the County is unclear since Avila Beach brings considerably more revenue to 

the County relative to Oceano and Nipomo.19  

The blue column chart in Figure 9 shows Avila Beach’s TOT revenue in 2019 for 

the months from March to August. The seasonal pattern is evident. The TOT revenues 

are higher in summer relative to spring months. The bottom chart in red shows yearly 

change in the TOT revenue. In April 2020, Avila Beach’s TOT revenue was 70% lower 

than TOT revenue in 2019.  

19 I use the economic definition of the County rather that the political definition. 
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Figure 8: This figure shows the TOT revenue across Avila Beach, Nipomo and Oceano. The data is the publicly 

available at the tourism website.  
But the plot also shows that the TOT revenues, actually, increased in summer 2020. 

Much to my surprise, in August 2020, Avila Beach’s TOT revenue was 19% higher than 

2019. Overall, Avila Beach’s average revenue was only 6% lower in 2020 relative to 

2019.  

Figure 10 shows the 2019 TOT revenues for Nipomo and compares them against 

2020. Unfortunately, Nipomo is drastically affected as it does not experience the 

summer rebound. But note the magnitude of the negative impact. At its highest, 

Nipomo only brought in $8,000 in TOT revenue.  
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Figure 9: The blue chart shows Avila Beach’s TOT 

revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on 
the bottom shows the relative change in 2020 when 

vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended.  

Figure 10: The blue chart shows Nipomo’s TOT 
revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on 

the bottom shows the relative change in 2020 when 
vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended.  

Figure 11 shows the TOT revenues for Oceano and compares them against 2020. 

The story is similar to Avila Beach — not Nipomo. Relative to 2019, Oceano’s TOT 

revenues decrease by more than 70% in April but unexpectedly they rebound by 69% in 

August. Overall, average monthly TOT revenue in 2020 was $23 K relative to $21 K in 

2019 — Oceano’s revenue, actually, increased.  

It is worthwhile to compare the actual increase in Oceano’s TOT revenue against 

SMG’s predictions. According to the SMG study, 62% of the survey participants 

indicated that they would not visit the County if OHV activity were not allowed. While 

this may be the case for OHV visitors, it is certainly not the case for the pedestrian and 

equestrian visitors. Not only are the visitors coming to Oceano but also, they are staying 



at the Oceano hotels generating more revenue for the County. 
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Multivariate Analysis — A DiD approach  

In this section, I formally apply the DiD approach. As a result, this section is 

more technical than before.  

 
Figure 11: The blue chart shows Oceano’s TOT revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on the bottom 

shows the relative change in 2020 when vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended.  

In the previous subsection, I analyzed the time series. I did so to explore the data 

through time. But this analysis is incomplete. For example, it could be that tourists 

changed their behavior: instead of staying in the more expensive Avila Beach, they are 



staying in Oceano. The univariate analysis in the previous section is incomplete. In this 

subsection, I use a DiD approach to answer the question: What is the impact on the 

Oceano Beach’s TOT revenue due to suspension of vehicular activity? 
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With a DiD approach, I distinguish the impact of the suspension on Oceano 

relative to Avila Beach and Nipomo. Mathematically, I estimate that the TOT revenue 

for any Area is:  

TOTRevenueim = α + β × Monthm + γ × Areai + θ × SuspensionPeriod + δ × ( Oceano × SuspensionPeriod ) + ε 

The equation states that the TOT revenue in month m at Area i depends on  

1. Some common level represented by a constant α  

2. monthly seasonal variation represented by independent variable Monthm 3. 

Geographic variation represented by independent variable Areai 4. Suspension 

represented by a dummy variable for the period between April 2020  and 

November 2020  

5. Suspension impact on Oceano represented by the interaction term Oceano ×            

SuspensionPeriod. This is the main variable of interest. If the suspension impact on             

Oceano is statistically significant, then the coefficient δ is statistically different           

from zero. If the impact is negative, then δ is negative otherwise it is positive.               

For  example, according to the SMG result, δ is negative.  

With the equation, I can control for several alternative theories. For example, the 

monthly fixed effect Monthm controls the monthly variation in the TOT revenues. The 

Area fixed effect Areai controls for the geographic variation. Areai variable implies that 

Avila Beach is different than Oceano which is different than Nipomo. Since the 

suspension period coincides with COVID shutdown, the COVID related negative effect 

is controlled by the Suspension period fixed effect. The interaction term at the end 



represents the economic impact from the suspension of OHV activity. 
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Table 1: This table shows the regression determinants of the TOT Revenues of Avila Beach, Oceano and Nipomo. The 

analysis consists of four models. The first model considers the Area; the second model considers the monthly 
variation; the third model considers the suspension period, and fourth model considers all of them together.  

Dependent variable:  

TOT Revenue  
(Area) (Month) (Suspension 
Period)  

(All)  

Nipomo −130,566.500∗∗∗ −130,566.500∗∗∗ (6,381.767) (4,857.707)  

Oceano −111,371.500∗∗∗ −112,217.500∗∗∗ (6,381.767) (5,137.289)  

February 3,534.472 3,534.472 (26,313.010) (9,301.801)  

March 5,653.928 7,579.720 (26,313.010) (9,430.108)  

April 10,249.300 12,175.090 (26,313.010) (9,430.108)  

May 13,415.390 15,341.190 (26,313.010) (9,430.108)  

June 65,690.670∗∗ 67,616.460∗∗∗ (26,313.010) (9,430.108)  

July 49,924.110∗ 51,849.910∗∗∗ (26,313.010) (9,430.108) 
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August 39,726.020 41,651.810∗∗∗ (26,313.010) (9,430.108)  

September 20,453.360 20,453.360∗∗ (28,421.300) (10,047.090)  



October 16,206.500 16,206.500 (28,421.300) (10,047.090)  

November 12,877.140 12,877.140 (28,421.300) (10,047.090)  

December 7,854.084 7,854.084 (28,421.300) (10,047.090)  

Suspension Period  

Oceano  
Interaction  
4,605.680 −9,771.008  

(16,536.190) (7,426.467)  

6,203.528  
(12,258.780)  

Constant 132,421.800∗∗∗ 30,754.270 51,147.790∗∗∗ 111,682.300∗∗∗ (4,512.590) (18,606.110) 

(6,106.392) (7,172.030)  

Observations 132 132 132 132 R2 0.791 0.098 0.001 0.891  

Adjusted R2 0.788 0.016 -0.007 0.877  

Table 1 shows the results of the regression. Consider the first column labeled 

Area. This column shows how TOT revenue differs by geography. The results are  
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relative to Avila Beach. The regression shows that Nipomo’s average revenues are $130 

K below the revenues of Avila Beach. Similarly, Oceano’s revenues are $111 K below 

Avila Beach. The three stars indicate that the differences are statistically significant.  

Now consider the second column labeled month. This column shows how TOT 

revenues vary by month — the model accounts for seasonal variation. The results are 

relative to January. Again, the results are as expected. Other than June and July — 

summer months — average revenue in other months is not significantly different than 

January. Adding Area to the model in column 4 makes the results even starker — TOT 



revenue is higher in the summer months (in a statistical sense); TOT revenue in other 

months is similar to January.  

Now consider the third column labeled Suspension period. This column shows 

the average TOT revenue from April 2020 to November 2020 relative to other time 

periods. Note that this is also the period of the COVID shutdown. The estimated θ of 

$4,605 is not statistically significant; the standard error is $16,536. The implication is 

stark — the suspension period, taken by itself, did not impact the TOT revenue. That 

said, this third model is inadequate. The R2 — a measure of the model fit — is below 

1%.  

Each of the three models by themselves are inadequate. The fourth column 

incorporates all the models. After adding other factors, revenues for Oceano and 

Nipomo remain below Avila Beach as expected. The revenues for summer months are 

also statistically higher than other months. After adding factors, coefficient for the 

suspension period is negative as expected. Last, to isolate the impact of the suspension, 

the coefficient for the Oceano interaction term, δ, is of interest. Contrary to the SMG 

study, δ is actually positive, although it is not statistically different from zero. Taken 

together, the regression clearly shows that the suspension did not have a material 

impact on the county’s economy. 
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Conclusion  

In this report, I analyze the economic impact from the suspension of the OHV activity at 

the ODSVRA. Unlike previous studies using surveys, I measure actual outcome 

variables like time spent at parks, small business revenues, and TOT revenues. Using a 

well understood and popular DiD approach, I find that vehicle suspension had no 

material impact on the County’s economy. 
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î
jbiekiek
lmnmoopqrmstp
smtmnop
spruppn
vwrwxyzp{
xpoxpmrywn
mn{
qxwrporywn
w|
nmr}xmtxp~w}xop~��

YZ̀_�̂
̀e
��_b̀k[��̂h�
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February 7, 2021 
 
Coastal Commission 
725 Front Street, Suite 300 
Santa Cruz, CA 95060 
 
Dear Coastal Commissioners,  
 
I understand that you are seeking public comment to re-imagine the use of the Oceano Dunes 
and Oso Flaco from San Luis Obispo County residents.  I am an elementary school teacher at 
CL Smith Elementary School in San Luis Obispo and have taught at Oceano Elementary 
School.  I am also a mother of 2 children, a 15 year-old and 12 year-old.  
 
I am writing to emphasize the importance of re-imagining this space for three reasons.  The first 
is to protect habitat and minimize carbon production to slow climate change.  The second is to 
provide access to nature and recreation for our community and for visitors.  The third is to 
advocate for the underserved primarily latinx Oceano neighborhood who should have the right 
to access their local beach without fearing being threatened or hit by off-road vehicles. 
 
It is exciting to think of the possibilities of this beautiful place.  The following ideas would attract 
tourists who appreciate and want to preserve this unique habitat. I also feel that these changes 
will be an economic benefit to the South County as a more diverse population feels safe on the 
beach in Oceano.  Local campgrounds, hotels, restaurants, and other local tourist industry will 
thrive even more. 
 
Here is my vision: 
 

1.  As we work to eliminate fossil fuel combustion engines, ELIMINATE driving on the 
beach. 

2. Expand all of the free-to-the-public activities that people, animals, and plants naturally do 
at the beach!!  It’s the beach!  And when there aren’t scary, dangerous trucks zooming 
all over, it is a beautiful place where we all thrive!   People of all economic, political, 
religious, and racial/ethnic backgrounds have a place at the beach.  Our family goes to 
Pismo Beach almost every weekend and I love the diversity of people and activities 
there!  Expanding the walkers, babies, children, surfers, runners, athletes, kite flyers, 
and people seeking rest and nature would be a huge and relatively cheap improvement 
over the polluting dangerous vehicles that exclude all of the rest of us.  I resent that I pay 
taxes to pay for destructive vehicles that deny access to the people who live in the 
Oceano community and in our County. 

3. To promote healthy lifestyles, construct a bike path/handicap accessible path  that 
connects Pismo Pier to Oso Flaco.  It could connect to campgrounds and have inroads 
and bike-parking stations at Grand Avenue to promote local businesses in that area. 
Families in Nipomo and Guadalupe could bike to Pismo for day trips...and vice-versa! 



4. Expand the Monarch Butterfly over-wintering site and ensure that there is more 
protected habitat for butterflies up and down the coast.  As you likely know, western 
monarch butterflies are nearing extinction.  The numbers this year are disturbingly low. 

5. Protect more snowy plover habitat. 
6. Have beach volleyball, sand soccer, ultimate frisbee, and other sport camps and 

tournaments on the beach through South County Parks and Rec programs. 
7. Have a designated area for unleashed dogs to play.  (Our border collie loves to play 

frisbee.) 
 
Thank you for seeking our input on this very important matter.  I know that I speak for many 
people who don’t have the time or energy to write to you.  I also speak for the endangered 
species and open space.  
 
I hope that our voices are heard and that our State Parks makes a decision that puts us on the 
right side of history. 
 
 
Thank you! 
 
Elizabeth Aebischer 
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{_XXỲ̀Y_b]̂ ~̀
�
eX
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g_b̀]̂yeaY_b
̂]g_XX]b}eaY_b̀~
Yb̀a]e}
�̂_�_̀Ybd
}]y]Z_�X]ba
g_X�Z]a]Z[
g_jba]̂
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|è
̀_
Xjg|
a_
_��]̂
zYa|_ja
vx�
egaYyYa[f


�}}YaY_beZZ[~
Yb
̀j��_̂a
_�
a|]
g_XXjbYa[�̀]g_b_XYg
yYe�YZYa[
̂]dê}Z]̀ 
̀_�
v�x
j̀]~
Ya
zè
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qYW\Ẑ tbUTVU[
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yU~]Ù w\Z_
RYVyYYZ
w\YX
UZ|
�XUZ|
y\[[
ybXv�
KrYXY�T
ZbV
YZb}_r
TwU]Y
Vb
̀bWY
RU]v
|}X\Z_
r\_r
V\|YUZ|
VrY
wbbX
\ZY�wYX\YZ]Y|
wYbw[Y
y\[[
_YV
yUTrY|
UyU~�
{Y�XY
b}V
VrYXY
�{NMN�
b}V
VrYXY
|U~[~
UZ|yY
]UZ�V
|X\WY
VrUV
TY]V\bZ
bz
VrY
RYU]r
|}X\Z_
r\_r
V\|Ya
H}TV
TYỲ T
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Ŷ_\
̀ab9c
dVKGRNeERKfgKhQKiTFNGfXGL
MdVKGRNeERKfgKhQKiTVNGfXGLUVGUSNhW�1
��"�
��
j����
��"�$�		
��&
)
����
	���&
��
���
����k�	
�����
��k
"���
��
"1
	����

��k��#
"1
	���
�����
)��k��&
��
�
����k���
��
���
j�k���&�
����
	����&
��
���
��&
��
l��k
j�k���
��
�����
m����

'�
���
��"�
����
)��k��&
���k�
��
���
	���
n�o�p
���k�
���
��
	�"��
��
���
��"$�k
��
����	��
����
��	&
#�
��
���
$���
��&
��
���
�����
��
&k���
��
���
$����

��
��k���&�1
������&�
��
���	&
���1
����
�2
���k�
��
���
����
$�����
���k�
��k�����	�
�"��#
��&
#���#
��
�		
���k��

-����
����	�
$k��#��
�
	��
��
&�		�k�
��
���
$���������
����
��k�
��
���$���
$��
���
����k��"����	
�"���
���
��kk��&���p
�k���p
�k����p
��"��
�����
1��
��"�
���

'�
����
��"�
)
���
���&�����
��k
���
q&���
k�&�k�q
)
����#��
��
���
�		
���&p
����
���	&
��
"����kr

s���
��k��k&
2�
�	��
1��k�
��&
)����
$���
�&����&
��
���
&���k�����
����
qk�&��#q
���
&����
��
&�
��
���
��	&	���
��&
�	���
	���
��
��&
�k���&
���$����

�1
��k��
�&������
�"�
����
)
��	��&
���
����
��
���
s	��
��&
�����&
����
�
&����k���
���k�
���
�����
��kk���
��
���
��&�
��
���
����
�"��k�&
��
���
����kp
���
��&�
����
�		���&
$���
����
��
k�k����������	��
���
$�kk��p
����
���
�	���
	���
��&
��k1
	���	�
��	&	����

-��
��&�
����
&�&
���
�		��
����	��
���
���k�&
���	����
��&
��	&	���p
����
�
&����k���
�
����
"�&��

)
�	��
k��
��
���
$���
$������
3k���k
m���
��&
�����p
)����
&���
����
��k
���k
 !
1��k�
��&
)
�����
���
��
�	����
�k���
&�k��#
"1
k���

'���k
�
���k"
�
1��k�
�#�
)
����&��
���k
t��
����k
��&
&k���
���
��
���
"�k���#uuu
v���
��
$�	��w

-���
	���
1��kp
�������
���
�k�
���
�"����
���k���
��
���
��
��&
#���
&���
�k�"��&���	1p
�	����#�
���
����
���
k�������#p
��
���
��k����&
�#����

l���	��"�
���
��k
���
&�1p
����
�
��k�
��&
����
+���
��	�
���1p
)
����
����&
���k1����#
�k�"
&�k�1
&����k�p
��
���&��&�"�
��
��"�����
�1#����
�k�&���
�	��#
����
���k1
���&
��
�	����
�������kp
�k����k
�"�#���$	��

l	�����k����
���
�����
�����p
�k����
��k
$�����p
�k����
��k
�����

)
$�#
1���



��������� ���	
�
�����������������������	
�
���	���

�����������	��������� �!��"�"��	�����������������������	���#�����$�%��&�''(�'�)�*+*",-.�/-0+���*�&	*1�2*3(%/4���"*��45	�+6 ���

789:
;<9=:>9?
@9A=BB9
9?A
;C>>=DD=C?8:DE@B89D8
FC:G
HC
I<9D8
CJH
CKL:C9A
M8<=NB8D
9H
ON89?C
7J?8DP
QBBCF=?R
M8<=NB8D
H<8:8
>89?D
H<9H
C?BS9
D>9BB
I8:N8?H9R8
CT
CJ:
ICIJB9UC?
R8H
HC
JD8
H<=D
<JR8E
V89JUTJB
9:89P
W
FCJBA
BCM8
HC
V8
9VB8
HC8XIBC:8
H<8:8
F=H<
>S
G=ADP@B89D8
9BDC
AC
YOZ
9NN8IH
H<8
A:9[
>9?9R8>8?H
IB9?
T:C>
\H9H8
@9:GD
H<9H
F=BB
=?NBJA8
9
?8F
]]L9N:8
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California Coastal Commission 
Central Coast District Office 
725 Front Street #300 
Santa Cruz, CA 95060  
 
 
 
 
 
To: California Coastal Commissioners 
 
RE: March 18, 2021 public hearing regarding the future of Oceano Dunes State Park 
        
We have read and support Commission Staff recommendations that would enable the 
Commission to partner with State Parks, the local community, and visitors to the area to 
reimagine the Park operating in more environmentally sustainable and legally consistent 
way. As stewards of the environment in which we live and recreate, we all need to play a 
part in protecting and preserving California’s beautiful coastline for now and into the 
future. The Commission Staff’s recommendations serve that vision perfectly, providing a 
phased out plan for off-roading while in turn expanding different types of recreational uses 
that will not harm coastal resources and wildlife indigenous to the Park.  
 
Oceano Dunes is a phenomenally beautiful place that should be safely accessible by all who 
wish to enjoy the space. Unfortunately, that accessibility is absolutely not the case with off-
roading remaining in the picture. As residents of the Nipomo Mesa, our families, friends, 
neighbors and those living and working downwind of the ODSVRA are continually subjected 
to unacceptable and extremely unhealthy air quality conditions, conditions which are 
scientifically proven to be directly caused by Off Highway Vehicle (OHV) use in the Oceano 
Dunes riding area.  
 
We strongly urge the Coastal Commission to approve Staff recommendations addressing all 
ecological, environmental and air quality concerns at the Oceano Dunes SVRA. We 
appreciate your time and consideration of these matters and look forward to the upcoming 
Coastal Commission meeting scheduled on March 18th. 
 
Sincerely, 
Scott and Heidi DiSalvo 
Nipomo Mesa 
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tèa|bj}
~kaVdzeea|bj}_fzaUbdeYz�
�jV[
�Y|
a
sjZWYVab
tjWWafjca|[YzaUb_�VYXX\YdeYzh

�jV[q
tYVka}]
yj�Z|aZ}
p]
lolp
nqo�
st
�Yq
TUVWXYZ[\]
̂Y\V_ ỲaW[ab
ĉY\VdTUVWXYZ[\_eYaW[abdeadfYgh
�|��je[q
sZY[je[
xejaVY
{|VjW
�ZYz
{jW[Z|e[Ugj
x��w�Uf\Xa}
�j\Uebj
�z�ae[W
{jaZ
��je|[Ugj
{UZje[YZ
̂ae�
TUVWXYZ[\]



�\j
xejaVY
�aVk
{|VjW
aZj
ZjeYfVU�jk
�}
WeUjV[UW[W]
eYVWjZga[UYVUW[W]
fYgjZVzjV[
afjVeUjW
aVk
[\j�|�bUe
aW
[\j
�UVjW[]
zYW[
j�[jVWUgj
eYaW[ab
k|VjW
ZjzaUVUVf
UV
̀abU�YZVUad
�\j
�jae\
aVk
k|VjW
Y��jZeZU[Ueab
\a�U[a[
�YZ
jVkaVfjZjk
W\YZj�UZkW
aVk
Y[\jZ
ZaZj
�baV[
aVk
aVUzab
W�jeUjWd
�V�YZ[|Va[jb}]
Y��w\Uf\Xa}
gj\Uebj
~x���
ae[UgU[}
\aW
�jjV
abbYXjk
[Y
kjfZakj
[\UW
�ja|[U�|b
aZja
�YZ
kjeakjWd

{|j
[Y
[\j
̀x��{wp�
�aVkjzUe]
xejaVY
{|VjW
XaW
ebYWjk
UV
taZe\
[Y
abb
gj\Uebj
ae[UgU[}d
�UVej
[\jebYW|Zj]
[\j
k|VjW
aVk
�jae\
\agj
[ZaVW�YZzjk
UV[Y
a
gU�ZaV[]
Wa�j
aVk
ebjaV
jVgUZYVzjV[
�YZ�jae\fYjZW
Y�
abb
�UVkWd
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Newsletter: February 1, 2021

Why MRWG Continues To Publish This Newsletter ... 
  

For four years we fought to stop Phillip 66 from bringing crude oil trains via Union 
Pacific into California to a proposed rail terminal at its Nipomo Mesa/Santa Maria 
Refinery in SLO County.  Victory was achieved in 2017 as the county rejected the plan.  
In 2020, due to market conditions, P66 announced it would close its refinery in 2023. 

We will continue to monitor and report on the closure and related outcomes, helping 
ensure it is done responsibly regarding health, safety and the environment.  If issues 
arise, we will advise you about actions that need to be taken. 

We will also continue to report on the dangers of crude-by-rail and truck, oil refineries, 
etc.  "Knowledge is power", and staying aware will help protect our communities. 
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A. WHAT’S NEW THAT YOU NEED TO KNOW 
 
1. Congratulations To Our New Vice President Kamala Harris  
 Who Aided Our Efforts To Defeat Crude-By-Rail 

 When we fought Phillips 66's attempt to bring crude oil trains to 
the Nipomo Mesa, both the oil company and Union Pacific hid 
behind the concept of Federal "preemption" ... i.e., that  

 local governments could not stop oil trains from coming here 
because trains are federally-regulated. 

 But in 2016, California Attorney General Kamala Harris stepped 
in.  In a written statement, she made it clear that local governments 
had not only the right to object to oil trains, but the obligation to 
take a strong stand to protect their communities.  She wrote ... 

 
 That statement validated SLO County's 

Environmental Impact Report, which 
identified ten Class I significant and 
unavoidable impacts from the P66 rail 
plan.  It helped give citizens and local 
government agencies the confidence, 
momentum and legal grounds to stand up 
to the huge corporations we faced. 

 Also - "Harris filed lawsuits against P66 
for alleged environmental violations. 
(And) her office secured indictments 
against Plains All American Pipeline for a 
2015 spill in Santa Barbara, which resulted 
in convictions." 

 Thank you Vice President Harris.   
 Your timely stance on the issue of crude-by-rail contributed greatly to the health, safety and 

quality of life for millions of Californians. 

https:/www.mesarefinerywatch.coom/letters.html - read "Attorney General's Statement - 4.14.16" 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/aug/11/kamala-harris-joe-biden-vice-president-pence-trump 
https://www.rigzone.com/news/wire/biden_vp_pick_has_record_of_fighting_oil_industry-12-aug-2020-162999-article/ 

 “These rail shipments will have adverse impacts on air quality and the potential for an accident 
causing death or severe personal injury.  California law requires (a local government) agency to 
analyze and disclose the full scope of the project’s impacts.   For (governments) to turn a blind eye 
to the most serious of the impacts, merely because they flow from federally-regulated rail 
operations, would be contrary to both state and federal law.” 

 “(An oil company's) assertion that (local government) action is illegal, is without merit.” 
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2. P66 Isn't Alone In Closing  
 And Converting Oil Refineries.   
 The Entire Industry Is Facing  
 An "Adapt Or Die" Dilemma. 

 Our last newsletter reported the dramatic 
news that, in 2023, P66 will close and 
dismantle its refinery on the Nipomo Mesa 
in Arroyo Grande.  

 The plant semi-refines crude oil which is 
then sent via pipeline to a sister plant in 
Rodeo, CA.  However, the Rodeo refinery 
will no longer be using crude oil as 
feedstock.  It will be re-engineered to use 
cooking oil, fats, greases and soybean oils to 
produce "biofuels."  The result - the Nipomo 
Mesa refinery will be obsolete and no 
longer needed by Phillips 66. 

 Such actions are part of a wider, trend.  
According to Reuters - "European and U.S. 
oil refineries face a wave of closures due to 
plateauing fuel demand, tightening 
environmental rules and overseas 
competition, prompting some owners to opt 
for an alternative - converting plants to produce biofuels.  The coronavirus epidemic crushed 
global oil demand. Some producers say it might never recover to pre-crisis levels, (and) the 
need to close refineries has accelerated. 

 "Shutting refineries is a costly process which requires dismantling equipment and pipelines and 
remediating the land.  So (some) owners are choosing alternative paths ... in many cases, 
switching to cleaner biofuels." "In fact, there is such a rush on used cooking oils and animal fats 
that some renewable refineries (are) having trouble procuring these once worthless feedstocks." 

 Here in California, in addition to the P66 announcements, Marathon Petroleum has applied to 
convert its idled Martinez refinery into a renewable diesel facility, using animal fat, soybean oil 
and corn oil.  Marathon also announced employee reductions at other U.S. facilities.  Shell is 
closing a refinery near New Orleans. And, "Phillips shut its (Louisiana) Alliance refinery down 
in the runup to Hurricane Sally, but just left it shut while it waits for better days." 

 As the media outlet OilPrice.com describes, it's now time for the industry to "adapt or die."   
 P66's Nipomo Mesa refinery has been caught in that predicament. 

https://www.sanluisobispo.com/news/local/article244933062.html 
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-refining/facing-wave-of-closures-oil-refiners-turn-to-biofuels-idUKKBN2741B3 
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/marathon-seeks-permission-undertake-renewable-140202932.html 
https://www.rigzone.com/news/shell_refinery_closure_reflects_industry_trend-15-nov-2020-163855-article/ 
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/Adapt-Or-Die-Refiners-Face-An-Impossible-Decision.html 
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/Why-Refineries-Are-Fighting-Over-Used-Cooking-Oil.html 
https://oilprice.com/Energy/Energy-General/The-Oil-Refinery-Crisis-Will-Worsen-This-Winter.html 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3. P66 Following Through On Plans For 
Reconstruction Of Its Bay Area Refinery   

 In August 2020, P66 announced the reengineering 
of its Rodeo refinery and the resulting closure of 
its Nipomo plant. There hasn't been much related 
news since then.  However, P66 recently released 
its 2021 capital budget ($1.7 billion).  That report 
describes a new investment to move forward 
with the above plan. 

 "The Refining budget includes pre-construction 
engineering and design costs related to the plans to reconfigure its San Francisco Refinery in 
Rodeo, California, to produce renewable fuels. Upon completion in early 2024, the facility would 
have over 800 million gallons per year of renewable fuel production capacity, making it one of 
the world’s largest facilities of its kind." 

https://finance.yahoo.com/news/phillips-66-announces-2021-capital-120000106.html 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. P66 Executive Appointed To  
 APCD Hearing Board, Raising Concerns  
 About Conflicts Of Interest 

 New Times - "For two decades, Cal Poly 
environmental engineering professor/Ph.D 
Yarrow Nelson has served as a member of the SLO 
County Air Pollution Control District's hearing 
board. According to state law, (the position is) 
supposed to be reserved for a registered 
professional engineer, but (Nelson) does not have 
(the specific, required license)."  

 Last October, by a 6 - 5 vote, the APCD board of directors decided not to extend Nelson's tenure.  
Instead, they appointed Jim Anderson, Maintenance Superintendent of P66's refinery on the 
Nipomo Mesa to the post.  Anderson had previously been Nelson's alternate on the hearing 
board.  "His appointment is stirring up concerns about how he'll handle matters related to 
Phillips 66, which is regulated by the APCD and contributes to pollution in SLO County." 

 Jimmy Paulding, Arroyo Grande Councilmember and APCD board member, didn't support the 
appointment. He remarked - "It's a classic case of putting the fox in charge of guarding the 
henhouse." Paulding stated that Anderson would have to recuse himself from voting on APCD 
issues involving P66.  This would include a potential deal where State Parks might acquire land 
based on closure of P66's plant. 

 "Anderson said he understands the concerns about his work with Phillips 66, and if any matters 
related to Phillips 66 do come before the hearing board, 'I would recuse myself.'"  We shall see. 

https://www.newtimesslo.com/sanluisobispo/phillips-66-refinery-employee-appointed-to-apcd-hearing-board-in-6-5-vote-leading-to-concerns-about-potential-
conflict-of-interest/Content?oid=10197244 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5. CA State Parks' "Public Works Plan" Assailed 

 One argument against P66's crude-by-rail plan was the 
additional air pollution it would have brought to the Nipomo 
Mesa (already suffering from poor air quality due to dunes dust 
produced by ATVs).  Now a new Public Works Plan  

 (https://tinyurl.com/y3lg2hfq) has been criticized.   

 "Local groups have long blamed off-roading for the SVRA's poor 
air quality.  (They) say State Parks has once again failed to 
adequately address the complex issues. 'The message is, well we 
can't tell you exactly how we're going to fix all these problems 
but trust us'" said a spokesperson  for the Center for Biological 
Diversity.  State Parks indicated that phasing out the off-road 
vehicles "is not (financially) feasible." 

 In addition, the plan calls for a new southern park entrance to the 
dunes, crossing the P66 refinery property if can be purchased. 

 Public comments must be sent by March 2nd to OceanoDunes.PWP.EIR@parks.ca.gov. 

https://www.newtimesslo.com/sanluisobispo/conservationists-criticize-state-parks-plan-for-future-of-oceano-dunes/Content?oid=10476027 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Oil Activities In Cat Canyon Impacted By  
 The Closing Of P66's Nipomo Mesa Refinery 

 Cat Canyon Resources (formerly known as 
ERG Resources and also Terracore Operating 
Co.) "had sought approval to develop 233 
steam injection wells" in Santa Barbara's Cat 
Canyon.   

 But in November the company "voluntarily 
withdrew its application, becoming the third 
of three companies to cancel major plans for 
the area."  The company will retain 499 active and/or idled wells in the canyon. 

 Reasons for the withdrawal likely include the upcoming closure of P66's Nipomo Mesa refinery, 
and the long-standing opposition of environmental groups to the additional wells.  Earlier in 
2020, "Aera Energy and PetroRock also withdrew applications for more drilling in Cat Canyon." 

 However, Cat Canyon Resources "will move forward with plans to add a short stretch of 
pipeline (known as the Foxen Pipeline) to replace the trucking of crude. The 2.9-mile pipe will 
tap into an existing pipeline headed for Phillips 66’s Nipomo Mesa (refinery), which is due to 
shut down in 2023." 

https://tinyurl.com/y52xlsok • https://www.independent.com/2020/11/13/pipeline-project-forges-on-despite-pending-closure-of-destination-refinery 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7. It's Back To The Future With Crude Oil Rail Tankers.   
    The NTSB Is Still Figuring Out How To Deal With The Old, Fragile, "DOT-111" Cars. 

  

 In 2015 the National Transportation Safety Board knew how dangerous DOT-111 oil tankers 
were. They had crashed and burned in major accidents (including the Lac-Megantic, Quebec 
disaster which killed 47 people; see above photo).   

 But then a new and improved tanker was announced - the DOT-117.  When it reached the rails it 
would "adopt the most demanding technical requirements" to prevent the breaching of tankers.  
That was to be the future of safer crude-by-rail. 

 Now it's 2021, but it's back to the future.  In December '20 the NTSB issued new safety 
guidelines for the use of the ancient DOT-111s!  Those cars are still operating and responsible 
for breaches and fires.  The "recommendations" call for five non-oil tanker cars to be placed 
between locomotives and the DOT-111 cars to protect train crews during crashes.   

 The recommendations were issued based on two recent accidents (one involving Union Pacific) 
in which the positioning of the DOT-111s "increased the risk of derailment and breaking of the 
tank cars, resulting in release of hazardous materials." 

 The NTSB stated -"It is imperative these recommendations be implemented to prevent a 
catastrophic event." 

 It's of course alarming and depressing to know that after all this time, actions are being taken to 
only slightly minimize the impacts of DOT-111 derailments, rather than avert them entirely. 

https://www.progressiverailroading.com/safety/news/NTSB-calls-for-tank-car-placement-to-mitigate-hazmat-train-risks--62271 
https://www.railwayage.com/regulatory/dot-117-defined/ 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/crude-oil-shipments-tanker-punctures-top-of-agenda-at-rail-talks-1.2491949 
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8. Oil Train Headed To A P66 Refinery 
Derails Igniting Huge Blaze ...  

 Terrorism Being Investigated 

 Dec. 22, 2020; Custer, Washington:  
  
 A 108-car BNSF crude oil train was 

heading from North Dakota to the 
Phillips 66 refinery in Ferndale, 
Washington.  Bakken crude, an 
extremely dangerous cargo, was 
onboard.   

 (Bakken was one of the crude oils 
P66 considered shipping to its 
proposed rail terminal on 
California's Nipomo Mesa.  It later 
backed down and switched the 
potential cargo to tar sands oil.) 

 "Seven cars derailed and (two) 
caught fire, sending a large black 
plume of smoke into the sky."   

 Streets were closed and half-mile 
evacuation orders issued due to the 
toxicity of the smoke. Interstate 5 
was closed in both directions.  

 The blaze continued throughout the 
afternoon as responders allowed it to 
burn out.  The cause - authorities are 
investigating a potential act of terror 
(see next article). 

 A local congressman remarked:  
 "I worked closely with the Obama 

administration to make the transport 
of oil by rail safer. Clearly there may 
be more work to do." 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/train-cars-
carrying-crude-oil-derail-burn-north-of-seattle/
2020/12/22/8042b982-44bb-11eb-ac2a-3ac0f2b8ceeb_story.html 
https://kcby.com/news/local/train-derailment-prompts-
evacuation-order-in-whatcom-county 
https://www.bellinghamherald.com/news/local/
article248035100.html. https://www.opb.org/article/
2020/12/23/oil-train-derails-whatcom-county-washington/ 
https://www.oregonlive.com/business/2020/12/fiery-oil-train-
crash-was-near-where-two-arrested-accused-of-attempted-
terrorist-attack-on-tracks-feds-investigate.html 
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9. Terror Attacks Against BNSF Railroad  
 In Washington State 

 November, 2020 -- two women "were arrested 
and charged with terrorist attacks and 
violence against railroad carriers. Both 
appeared in Federal District Court." 

 Photo surveillance and a police investigation 
indicated the women were trespassing on 
BNSF tracks.  They claimed they were looking 
for car keys. 

 "Since January '20 there have been 41 cases of shunts placed on the tracks in Washington. The 
placement of shunts have created crossing guard malfunctions, braking system interference and 
almost derailed a train carrying hazardous materials. On at least 10 occasions, shunts were 
placed where track and streets intersected, which put vehicles at risk." 

 "Shunts consist of a wire strung across the tracks, mimicking the electrical signal of a train.  
 The devices can cause trains to automatically brake and disable railroad crossing guards." 

 In October, a train carrying hazmat materials braked prior to hitting shunts on tracks.  The 
emergency braking caused the locomotive and cars to become separated.  Investigations are 
ongoing into who is behind the attacks. 

https://www.rtands.com/rail-news/group-using-shunts-in-an-attempt-to-disrupt-derail-trains-in-state-of-washington/ 
https://bonnercountydailybee.com/news/2020/dec/29/federal-officials-investigate-fiery-oil-train-dera/ 
https://www.foxnews.com/us/seattle-terrorism-train-track-derailment-anarchist-group 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

10. Dramatic Video Captures Rail Tankers      
   Demolishing One Another 

 October 29, 2020 -- A Kansas City Southern 
train derailed in Mauriceville, TX, "causing 
railcars to pile up on the tracks and spill 
over onto a nearby roadway." Five tank 
cars with a "petroleum product" were 
breached, some leaking on the ground.   

 People within a mile were evacuated, and 
those between a mile and a mile-and-a-half 
were asked to shelter in place. 

 "A motorist shot video of railcars piling up as they tumbled off the tracks." 

 Click here to see the video -- https://tinyurl.com/y5ugrbt2. 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/train-derailment-mauriceville-texas-evacuation/ 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11. It’s Non-Stop -- Serious Railroad & Oil Industry Safety Problems (see sources on page 13) 

a. Goshen, CA; Nov. 23, 2020:  
 Hazmat Cars Derail From Union Pacific Train 

 "A (Union Pacific) train wrecked, leaving a 
mess of mangled and twisted train cars.  (Six 
tankers) derailed on private and railroad 
property. 'The train must have been moving at 
full speed to throw cars in the positions I saw 
them,' said a police officer." 

 The tankers contained the hazmat materials 
hydrochloric acid and butane.  Materials leaked 
from one or more tankers.  Two hazmat teams were on the scene.  The major Highway 99 was 
closed in both directions.  The cause was under investigation. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. Polk County, Iowa;  
 Dec. 25, 2020:  
 Bridge Fails, Derailing  
 Union Pacific Freight Cars 

 A small bridge over a 
"waterway gateway" collapsed 
on Christmas morning, 
resulting in the derailment of 
20 - 25 cars on a UP train.  

 "Two cars of octane were leaking after the derailment, bringing hazardous-material teams to 
the site to contain the leak." 

 Nearby streets were closed for 10 hours.  The cause is under investigation. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

c. Dixon, IL; Dec. 24, 2020:  
 Union Pacific Train Derails, 
 Leaking Fuel And Acid 

 Thirty-nine cars on a Union 
Pacific train came off the 
tracks, spilling diesel fuel and 
sulfuric acid.  "The spillage was 
contained and the Illinois 
Environmental Protection 
Agency is on the scene.  The 
cause of the derailment is 
under investigation." 
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d. Canby, OR; Jan. 6, 2021:  
 Union Pacific Train 
 Slams Into Tree 

 "A Union Pacific train carrying 
lumber derailed after colliding 
with a large tree that had fallen 
on the tracks.  Three locomotives 
and 15 rail cars derailed. 

 "The engineer of the train 
complained of pain but no one 
else was injured."  Heavy 
equipment was brought in to 
clean up the debris. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

e. Gary, IN; Dec. 23, 2020:  
 Rail Cars "Fly" Off The Tracks 
 Next To A Highway 

 Norfolk Southern said 20 cars 
came off the tracks when the 
train with two locomotives 
hauling 132 rail cars derailed. 
The accident "left train wheels 
strewn along the tracks with cars 
tipped over and smashed." 

 "The train included tank cars 
marked with hazardous 
materials placards. None of the cars appeared to have sustained damage." 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
f. Wallins Creek, KY;  
 Dec. 17, 2020:  
 Rockslide Causes  
 Train Derailment 

 A rockslide that included a 
massive bolder caused a CSX 
train to derail. The rocks first 
blocked a highway and then the 
tracks below. 

 Two locomotives and eight 
loaded coal cars derailed, almost 
crashing into a nearby home. 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g. Richmond, CA; Oct. 24, 2020:  
 Gasoline Tanker Fire Prompts 
 Shelter In Place 

 A motorcyclist lost control and their bike 
wound up under a gasoline tanker on  

 Rt. 80 in Richmond, CA.   

 Fire ensued, engulfing the double-tanker 
which was carrying 8,500 gallons of fuel.  
Plumes of smoke were seen throughout 
the area. Lanes in both directions were 
closed.  Due to the chemical blaze, residents were asked to shelter in place.  Motorists stuck 
within a half-mile of the accident were told to exit their cars and leave the scene. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

h. Lilburn, GA; Oct. 11, 2020:  
 Major Train Derailment Ignites 
 Hazmat Fire 

 Flash flooding from a swollen creek was 
blamed for 37 CSX cars coming off the 
tracks.  The derailment caused a 
chemical spill and fire involving several 
cars and hazardous materials.  Two cars 
had been carrying ethanol.  The fire 
spread to nearby woods.  A half-mile 
evacuation was ordered. 

 "CSX (was) working with cleanup companies to minimize impact to the environment." 

 The engineer and conductor were taken to the hospital with minor injuries. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 i. Roanoke County, VA; Oct. 30, 2020:  
 Coal Cars Plunge Into River 

 "A Norfolk Southern bridge collapsed 
causing a train carrying coal to derail ... 
22 cars were involved."   

 The cars and the coal needed to be 
removed from the Roanoke River.  
Federal agencies worked to determine 
whether there were impacts to water 
quality.  
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 j. Indiana County, PA; Nov. 25, 2020:  
 Train Derails In Bridge Collapse 

 A coal-carrying Norfolk Southern train was 
crossing a bridge in western Pennsylvania.  
It was unclear which happened first, but 
the train derailed and the bridge collapsed.  
Five cars left the track and spilled debris.  
Someone was driving under the span as it 
came down, but was unharmed. 

 Replacing the trestle will likely take months. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

k. Amherst, OH; Dec. 1, 2020:  
 10 Cars Derail In Winter Snow Storm 

 During a winter snow and ice storm, 10 
cars on a Norfolk Southern train left the 
tracks.  While hazmat materials were on 
board, none spilled.  Five cars spilled grain. 

 However, "the crashed train cars narrowly 
missed (by 50 feet) the main electrical feed 
that provides power to Amherst's 12,000 
residents."  The mayor remarked - "We 
really did get lucky. "It would have been a 
catastrophe to lose power citywide in the 
middle of a snowstorm." 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

   Sources for the accidents reported above ... 

https://fox40.com/news/california-connection/richmond-tanker-fire-prompts-emergency-response/ 
https://www.radio.com/kcbsradio/news/local/cleanup-underway-after-tanker-truck-fire-stops-i-80 
https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/I-80-tanker-fire-traffic-San-Pablo-Richmond-smoke-15672529.php 
https://www.sfgate.com/bayarea/article/I-80-tanker-fire-traffic-San-Pablo-Richmond-smoke-15672529.php 
https://www.11alive.com/article/news/local/train-derailment-crash-in-lilburn-in-gwinnett-county/85-6860f7e3-e4d0-4549-abe8-4024cb7d7599 
https://weather.com/news/news/2020-10-11-hurricane-delta-remnants-train-derails-georgia-flooding-tornado 
https://www.wdbj7.com/2020/10/31/train-derails-in-salem-along-barley-drive/ 
https://www.visaliatimesdelta.com/story/news/2020/11/23/train-cars-mangled-wreck-north-western-milling-highway-99/6390188002/ 
https://abc30.com/train-derailed-visalia-goshen-state-route-99-closed-highway/8198986 
https://www.yourcentralvalley.com/news/train-derailment-shuts-down-highway-99-near-goshen/ 
https://www.fresnobee.com/news/local/article247369979.html 
https://www.rtands.com/rail-news/bridge-collapses-train-derails-in-indiana-county-pa 
https://pittsburgh.cbslocal.com/2020/11/25/indiana-county-train-derailment-2/ 
https://chroniclet.com/news/243429/multiple-fire-departments-called-to-reported-train-derailment-in-amherst/ 
https://wcyb.com/news/local/rockslide-causes-train-derailment-in-harlan-county-ky 
https://www.wate.com/news/kentucky/watch-drone-video-shows-aftermath-of-rock-slide-train-derailment-in-harlan-county/ 
https://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/2020/12/25/polk-county-bridge-collapse-causes-union-pacific-train-derailment/4045025001/ 
https://trn.trains.com/news/news-wire/2020/12/28-digest-cars-to-be-removed-from-custer-derailment-site-starting-today 
https://www.kcrg.com/2020/12/26/20-25-train-cars-derail-after-small-bridge-collapses-in-iowa/ 
https://www.ctpost.com/news/article/Rail-crews-resume-cleanup-after-NW-Indiana-train-15827031.php 
https://abc7chicago.com/gary-train-derailment-norfolk-southern-route-12-closed/9032224/ 
https://www.wqad.com/article/news/local/train-derails-near-dixon/526-52908c2b-5c4f-48c4-a649-80ebb4d3d19a 
https://wrex.com/2020/12/24/authorities-respond-to-a-train-derailment-in-lee-county/ 
https://www.kgw.com/article/news/local/clackamas-county/union-pacific-train-derails-between-canby-and-oregon-city/283-5708ef97-0242-4232-
b166-9de155eef9d2 
https://www.koin.com/local/clackamas-county/train-derailment-closes-highway-99-between-canby-oregon-city/ 
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B. SYNOPSIS OF WHAT OCCURRED DURING THE INTENSE, EXTENSIVE BATTLE 
 TO STOP PHILLIPS 66's CRUDE-BY-RAIL PLAN FOR CALIFORNIA ... 

In 2013 Phillips 66 proposed changing its 
business model at their Arroyo Grande, CA 
refinery on the Nipomo Mesa.  After 60 years of 
receiving California crude oil by relatively safe 
underground pipelines, they asked San Luis 
Obispo County for a permit to build a  
rail terminal to receive cheaper (more profitable), 
tar sands crude oil from Canada via rail tankers. 

Citizens formed the Mesa Refinery Watch Group.  
We identified the many dangers of "rail" and 
fought along with other groups opposing the 
project.  It took almost four years, ongoing 
hearings and testimony at SLO County agencies, as well fending off a Phillips 66 lawsuit.  It also 
required obtaining official opposition from 8 different counties and 28 cities (see map below). 

But in October, 2017 it all came to an end when P66 withdrew its lawsuit.  The rail terminal would 
not be built and P66's crude oil trains would not traverse California's counties.  P66 has not 
renewed its application to construct a rail terminal, but we must remain vigilant.  In 2020, P66 
announced it would close the very same refinery in 2023 due to "changing market conditions." 

For a detailed account, go to "History of the Project & the Opposition" -- http://goo.gl/h8Fo9L. 

 Counties Officially Opposed (see map) 

 • Alameda County • Santa Barbara County 
 • Los Angeles County • Santa Clara County 
 • Monterey County • Santa Cruz County 
 • San Luis Obispo County • Ventura County 
  
 Cities Officially Opposed 

 • Berkeley • Oxnard  
 • Camarillo • Paso Robles  
 • Carpinteria • Pismo Beach  
 • Davis • Richmond  
 • Emeryville • Sacramento Area  
 • Fremont    Council of Governments  
 • Gilroy • San Jose  
 • Goleta • San Leandro  
 • Grover Beach • San Luis Obispo 
 • Los Angeles • Santa Barbara 
 • Mar Vista • Santa Cruz 
 • Milpitas • Santa Margarita 
 • Moorpark • Simi Valley 
 • Morgan Hill • Ventura 
 • Oakland  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C. MRWG STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBERS; LOGISTICS OF THIS NEWSLETTER 

1. Mesa Refinery Watch Group Steering Committee: 

 • Linda Reynolds (Founder): lreynolds151@gmail.com 
 • Eunice King (Chief Administrator Emeritus) 
 • Martin Akel: akelassoc@earthlink.net 
 • John Anderson: johnanderson33@hotmail.com 
 • Heidi DiSalvo: disalvosh@gmail.com 
 • Steve DuBow: sfdubow@charter.net 
 • Gayle Hurlburt (MRWG Website Administrator - www.mesarefinerywatch.com) 
 • Gary McKible: gary@mckible.com 
 • Tom Ryan: whitneyhiker888@yahoo.com 
 • Sam Saltoun: ssaltoun@verizon.net 
 • Laurance Shinderman: donlorenzo42@gmail.com 
 • Yvonne Williams: williams.yvonne.e@verizon.net 

2. List Coordinator/Newsletter Distributor: If you would like to add names to receive this 
newsletter, or if you would like to stop receiving it, kindly contact Steve Dubow -- 
sfdubow@charter.net. 
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RZZŶqR[d
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SNŜ ScXR
P�
XOMR
UNWc
qMNNPcN�
qSW|Sc
MXR
M̂UẀXu
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ABSTRACT 
On March 28, 2020, the California State Parks 

suspended vehicles at the Oceano Dunes 

SVRA. In this report, I analyze the suspension’s 

economic impact for the San Luis Obispo 

County (County). Before the suspension, prior 

studies, using a survey-based approach, 

claimed that the vehicular use is pivotal to the 

county’s economy. A survey-based approach 

indirectly measures the impact and suffers 

from selection bias. For example, if most 

responders are vehicle users, then the 

approach overstates the impact. I use an 

alternative approach. Using a Difference in 

Difference (DiD) approach, I claim that the 

suspension had a minimum impact on the 

Transit Oriented Tax (TOT) and County’s 

unemployed. By using location data, I find that 

time spent at County’s parks follows a similar 

pattern as nearby counties. Using small 

business revenue data, I find that the County’s 

revenue decline pattern was similar to other 

nearby counties. That is, the suspension did 

not disproportionately affect the County.  

Overall, contrary to the implications from 

previous studies, I do not find a significant 

decline in economic impact from the 

suspension. 
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Executive Summary 

Background 

Off-highway Vehicle (OHV) recreation is the top attraction in Oceano according 

to Trip Advisor. 1 But the vehicle use causes environmental loss as it damages sensitive 

habitat areas and the nesting area of endangered California shorebirds like snowy 

plovers. 2 Naturally, the vehicle use also causes pollution; it leads to erosion and it leads 

to lingering trash. Then, there is a tradeoff. On one hand, the vehicle use is positive for 

the San Luis Obispo County’s (referred as the “County”) economy as it serves as a 

tourist magnet. California State Parks hired SMG Consulting (SMG) to study the local 

economic impact of visitors to the Oceano Dunes State Vehicular Recreation Area 

(ODSVRA). Their survey-based approach concluded that such activity contributed $243 

million to the local economy. 3 On the other hand, the vehicle use is negative because of 

public safety, health care and environmental costs. Because of the tradeoff, the vehicular 

access issue remains sensitive. In this report, I analyze the local economic impact from 

suspending the vehicular use at the ODSVRA between March and October 2020.4 I do 

not comment on the environmental, healthcare, and public safety aspects of the 

suspension. 5 

On July 11, 2019, California Coastal Commission (“Coastal Commission”) held a 

public hearing about the use of vehicles at the ODSVRA. 6 As a rebuttal to the SMG’s 

 
1 Top Attractions in Oceano page on TripAdvisor ( https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attractions-g32814-
Activities-Oceano_San_Luis_Obispo_County_California.html ) 
2 https://www.sanluisobispo.com/news/local/environment/article243564792.html 
3 The SMG report can be found here. 
4 Sometimes, I assume that the suspension takes place between April and November 2020. This is because 
the suspension took place on March 26; vehicular access was open for most of the month of March. 
5 No one compensated me to write this report. All errors are my own. 
6 The report can be found here. 

https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attractions-g32814-Activities-Oceano_San_Luis_Obispo_County_California.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attractions-g32814-Activities-Oceano_San_Luis_Obispo_County_California.html
https://www.sanluisobispo.com/news/local/environment/article243564792.html
https://ohv.parks.ca.gov/pages/1170/files/Final-Oceano_Dunes_SVRA_2016_2017_3-5-18.pdf
https://documents.coastal.ca.gov/reports/2019/7/Th12a/Th12a-7-2019-corresp2.pdf
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analysis, I argued that SMG overstated the impact. Over the summer after the hearing, 

State Parks entered into a consent cease-and-desist order with the Coastal Commission 

after a whistleblowing investigation by the Center for Biological Diversity showed that 

some State Park’s actions had harmed snowy plovers.7 The vehicular access suspended 

in March 2020. From a research perspective, the suspension offers another tool to 

analyze the economic impact. Unlike previous studies, I can now measure the direct 

impact on the local economy — I do not have to rely on survey results. 

Note that an economic impact analysis falls in the realm of social science. It is 

difficult to prove causality; one can only hope for “probable causation”. With that 

caveat in mind, to understand the impact, I analyze: 

• Google Trends data to measure the popularity of vehicular use at the SVRA 

• Time spent in parks across the County relative to other nearby counties 

• Small business revenue decline in the County relative to nearby counties 

• Number of open small businesses in the County relative to nearby counties 

• Number of unemployed in the County relative to nearby counties 

• Transit Oriented Tax / Transient Occupancy Tax (TOT) from Oceano relative 

to Avila Beach and Nipomo 

Data availability constrains me. For example, sales tax is a measurable proxy of the 

economic impact. Unfortunately, I do not have access to sales tax at a relative high 

frequency. As a result, I use other proxies of sales tax like time spent at parks and small 

business revenue. In the same manner, TOT revenue across all areas of the San Luis 

Obispo (SLO) metropolitan area is an appropriate measure of the impact. For example, 

if data were available, I would compare Oceano’s TOT revenue to Morro bay or 

 
7 Technically, the Coast Commission consent cease and desist order did not bar vehicle entry. The order 
suspended vehicle activity in nesting areas which harassed plovers and caused them to move. The order 
also requested State Parks to limit their own vehicle use. Last, the order suspended any major grading 
until October 3rd, 2020. 

https://www.courthousenews.com/coastal-watchdog-orders-california-beach-closed-to-protect-nesting-birds/


3 | P a g e  
 

Cambria’s TOT revenue. But, due to data availability, I compare Oceano’s TOT revenue 

relative to Avila Beach. 
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Summary of Research Methods 

 To understand the economic impact, I break up the analysis in two parts. The 

first part concerns circumstantial evidence. In this part, I build the case documenting 

that suspension of vehicular use at ODSVRA had a minimal impact on the County’s 

economy. I build the case by analyzing google trends, time spent at the parks, small 

business revenue, and number of open small businesses. The second part concerns what 

is closest to the smoking gun evidence. 8In this part, I seek to answer two questions:  

1. What is the impact on the Oceano Beach’s TOT revenue due to the vehicular 

access suspension?  

2. How many jobs were lost due to the vehicular access suspension? 

Consider Oceano Inn located on Pier Avenue, which serves as one of the entrances for 

the vehicular access. The suspension clearly affects the Inn’s revenue and in turn, 

County’s TOT. In this sense, the first question directly measures the suspension’s 

impact. The second question concerns jobs, which is arguably the best proxy of an 

economic impact. Since an Oceano citizen can work in Paso Robles, I measure the job 

impact by considering San Luis Obispo metropolitan area.  

A naïve analysis measures Oceano’s TOT revenue in April 2020 and compares 

the revenue against April 2019. 9 The analysis attributes the yearly change to the 

suspension. But such an attribution may not be appropriate. For example, suppose that 

the difference is negative: Oceano’s TOT revenue for April 2020 was lower relative to 

April 2019. Along with the suspension, the decrease may be because of COVID. To 

make matters worse, the difference, along with COVID, may also be due to the perilous 

wildfire season. Last, the difference may be seasonal. Perhaps the year 2020 was hotter 

 
8 As claimed before, economic impact analysis is social science, and I am constrained by data availability. 
Therefore, I do not have a true measure of a smoking gun. 
9 Naturally, we can measure other months in the same manner. 

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Oceano+Inn/@35.106238,-120.6291098,17z/data=!4m16!1m7!3m6!1s0x80ec5951ea57847f:0x35d26ebcf8fc08b8!2sPier+Ave,+California+93445!3b1!8m2!3d35.106238!4d-120.6269211!3m7!1s0x80ec59525ced41d1:0x9430375ed4c62a6d!5m2!4m1!1i2!8m2!3d35.1070392!4d-120.623929
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(or colder) than 2019, which led to a decrease in the number of visitors. To summarize, 

other factors in 2020 may also cause a dip in the TOT revenue. 

To isolate the suspension’s impact, I compare Oceano’s yearly change with Avila 

Beach’s yearly change. This type of comparison is ubiquitous in public policy and 

economics — the method is called a “Difference in Difference” (DiD) approach.10 The 

idea is simple. COVID, wildfires and overall temperature trends also affect Avila 

Beach’s TOT revenue. The vehicular access suspension at the ODSVRA, on the other 

hand, does not affect Avila Beach (at least directly). Then, under reasonable 

assumptions, by comparing Avila Beach to Oceano, I can isolate the suspension’s 

impact.  

Said differently, I compare the outcome variable (like time spent in parks) in the 

County relative to nearby regions. The key assumption in the DiD approach is the so-

called “parallel trends” assumption. Implicitly I assume that before the suspension, 

time spent at parks followed a specific pattern across all the regions. For example, 

relative to January 2020, if time spent in Monterey in February 2020 increases by 5%, 

then the time spent in San Luis Obispo will also increase by the same magnitude. 

Trends are parallel. Then based on the SMG study, since the suspension would 

disproportionately impact the County relative to neighbors, I would expect a significant 

decrease in the time spent in parks in the County relative to others. A lack of a 

significant decrease implies that the suspension did not have a material economic 

impact. 

In contrast, previous studies employed surveys. SMG, for example, asked survey 

participants of their spending patterns via a survey. To do so, they intercepted visitors 

at each of the entrances of the Oceano Dunes District parks and asked 16 questions in a 

post-trip email survey. The survey suffers from measurement error. For example, the 

 
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Difference_in_differences 
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survey claimed that a visiting party spent approximately $1,300 per visit. However, the 

survey did not ask where the responders rented their OHVs. It may be that some 

visitors from Fresno rent from Fresno rather than the County. Incorporating their 

expenditure in the County’s economic impact is misleading. The survey also suffers 

from selection bias. For example, asking OHV visitors about vehicular access at the 

ODSVRA selectively focuses on visitors who favor driving on the beach. While the 

survey included the visitors to the Monarch Grove and campers who did not use ATVs, 

it did not reach out to pedestrian beach-goers who would otherwise come to the beach 

for the explicit purpose of swimming, surfing or other non-vehicular activities.  

To summarize, since I measure actual outcomes, the DiD approach is direct and 

does not suffer from the biases plaguing the survey-based approach. 

Main Findings 

Circumstantial Evidence 

1. After analyzing Google Trends data which proxies for search interest, I find that 

the vehicular access popularity is a small fraction of popularity of Pismo Beach 

or Avila Beach.  

2. After analyzing Google’s time use patterns, I find that time spent at County’s 

parks follows a similar pattern as nearby counties during the suspension period 

3. After analyzing Womply’s small business revenue data, I find that small 

businesses in the County, actually, fared better than their peers in nearby 

counties during the suspension period 

4. After analyzing Womply’s small business openings data, I find that more 

businesses remained open in the County in April relative to other counties. More 

businesses remained open in the County relative to Monterey but less than Santa 

Barbara during the latter half of 2020. 

Smoking Gun Evidence 



7 | P a g e  
 

 

1. After analyzing TOT revenues for Avila Beach, Oceano and Nipomo, using the 

DiD approach, I do not find any statistical evidence of a negative impact of the 

suspension.  

2. After analyzing the number of unemployed across San Luis Obispo, Salinas, 

Ventura, and Santa Barbara counties, using the DiD approach, I do not find any 

statistical evidence of a negative impact of the suspension.  

Analysis 

Circumstantial Evidence involving Google Trends Data 

Modern life revolves around Google. To appreciate the pivotal nature of google, 

go back to April 2020 when an average person did not understand the COVID 

symptoms. According to a New York Times article titled “Google Searches Can Help Us 

Find Emerging COVID-19 Outbreaks“, author Seth Stephens-Davidowitz finds that 

Google searches can find COVID hotspots. For example, searches for “I can’t smell” 

were the highest in New York, New Jersey, Louisiana, and Michigan. Infection rate was 

also the highest in those four states. 11 Seth’s analysis uses Google Trends, which is a 

public tool that the research community can use to study anonymous and aggregate 

search data. In the same spirit as the article, I analyze relevant searches to understand 

the popularity of vehicular use in Oceano.  

For any keyword, Google Trends gives a normalized index of the relative use of 

the word. The trends index has a maximum of 100 where 100 represents the maximum 

search interest for the keyword. Also, Google Trends can measure search intensity in a 

 
11 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/05/opinion/coronavirus-google-searches.html?auth=login-google 



8 | P a g e  
 

region. In this way, by comparing several keywords germane to the county, one can get 

a sense of a topic’s popularity.  

But the use of keywords is more of an art than an exact science. For example, a 

word like “off-roading” also garners interest in Nevada and Utah. Therefore, adequate 

analysis has to filter keywords germane to the Central Coast. In that regard, I first 

compare the keyword “Oceano Dunes SVRA” with “Beach ATV” and “Monarch 

Butterfly Grove”. These three keywords generated major interest in the County and 

surrounding areas. From a Google search of “Oceano Dunes SVRA”, the first item is the 

link for the State Parks. I used the keyword “Monarch Butterfly Grove” as it is the top 

attraction in Pismo Beach. I compare those two keywords against the keyword “Beach 

ATV” which suggests activity. This keyword is more relevant to tourists who may not 

be familiar with the region.12 

Figure 1 shows the search intensity of the three keywords since 2003. Two 

observations are in order. First, the searches follow a seasonal pattern. The search of the 

keyword “Beach ATV” reaches its peak during summer months, for example. As a 

result, the economic impact analysis needs to consider the variability across different 

months. Second, searches for Monarch Butterfly Grove are more popular than searches 

for Oceano Dunes SVRA (orange line is above the green line most of the time). But 

search for “Beach ATV” — not Oceano Dunes SVRA — is the most popular (dark blue 

line is above the other two lines) among the three keywords.  

Figure 2 compares the search interest in “Beach ATV” versus keywords “Pismo 

Beach” and “Avila Beach”. The story is different. The search interest in “Beach ATV” is 

markedly lower than “Pismo Beach” and “Avila Beach”. Upon casual inspection, there 

is no sign that the search interest in either Avila Beach or Pismo Beach decreased in 

 
12 I also used other keywords; the qualitative results remain identical. Note that the use of search term 
ATV may have some bias as it is just one type of OHV. Other examples of OHVs are dune buggies and 
motorcycles. 
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2020. It is prudent to compare the search interest relative to the one reported in the SMG 

study. According to Figure 13 in the SMG impact analysis report, 62% of the 

participants reported ATV riding as an activity. Figure 2 refutes such high participation. 

 

 
Figure 1: This figure shows the search intensity of different keywords using Google Trends 

 

Note that I cannot claim causality from Figure 2 evidence. Maybe ODSVRA visitors are 

local or maybe vehicular access attracts repeated visitors who do not use Google. Then, 

it may be that the Google Trends evidence does not capture the true popularity. In 

addition, the search intensity is not a proxy of the economic impact. It may be that 

ODSVRA, even though it is less popular than Avila Beach, has a bigger economic 

impact relative to Avila Beach. The next two sections address the two issues.  
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Figure 2: This figure shows the search intensity of different keywords using Google Trends. Note that the search 

intensity is relative. The Y-axis measuring intensity of “Beach ATV” is different from Y-axis of this figure.  

Circumstantial Evidence involving Google’s time use data 

 In response to COVID, Google via Google Mobility Reports constructed 

measures of daily time spent at parks, retail and recreation, grocery, transit locations, 

and workplaces. To give a relative sense of the COVID impact, Google normalizes the 

time relative to January 2020. I use the daily time use data at the GitHub page of 

Opportunity Insights maintained by professors Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren from 

Harvard, and Professor John Friedman from Brown ( 

https://github.com/OpportunityInsights/EconomicTracker ). 13 Specifically, in Figure 3, I 

 
13 Simple comparison can also be performed at https://www.tracktherecovery.org/. Note that the data is 
not available to compare cities like San Luis Obispo versus Pismo Beach.  

https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
https://github.com/OpportunityInsights/EconomicTracker
https://www.tracktherecovery.org/
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compare the time spent at parks across three counties: San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara 

and Monterey.  

 
Figure 3: This figure shows the time spent at parks relative to January 2020 across three counties: San Luis Obispo, 

Monterey, and Santa Barbara 

 

Consider the dark blue line first which highlights San Luis Obispo. Relative to 

January 2020, the time spent at parks increases in February. But in March as the world 

comes to gripes with COVID and the resulting nationwide shutdown, time spent at 

parks experiences a dramatic decline. Relative to January, time spent at parks decreases 

by over 30%. But, at the beginning of the summer, people venture outside, and the time 

spent at parks actually increases by over 50% relative to January.  

Now compare San Luis Obispo to Monterey in pink and Santa Barbara in green. 

The overall pattern of a steep decline in March-April and a sharp rise in summer 

remains for the neighboring counties. In fact, consistently, more time was spent in the 
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County parks relative to the neighbors — dark blue line is above the other two lines. 

This suggests that suspension did not affect the time spent at the parks.  

Again, Figure 3 evidence is not causal. Since I do not have data on specific 

location, I cannot, strictly, claim that suspension had a material impact on people trying 

to spend at parks. But there is overwhelming evidence that even if the suspension had a 

negative impact on the County’s economy, it was not material.   

Circumstantial Evidence involving Womply’s small business 

data 

Womply is a software company catering to small business needs. For example, 

with their software, small business managers can solve their accounting, inventory, and 

banking issues. In response to COVID, it started aggregating data from several credit 

card processors to provide analytical insights to small businesses and other clients. 

Similar to GPS tracking by Google, Womply also started providing small business data 

to the professors mentioned above. I use the same GitHub page14 to analyze two sets of 

data: small business revenue and small businesses that remain open. Similar to the 

mobility data, Womply aggregates the small business data at a county level and the 

data is relative to January 2020. 

In Figure 4, I compare the small business revenue data across three counties: San 

Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, and Monterey. Consider the dark blue line representing 

San Luis Obispo. Due to the COVID shutdown, the revenue decreases by more than 

40% between March and April 2020. Such a large drop is unprecedented — it highlights 

the perilous impact of COVID on the County. Moving forward, the revenue never 

increases relative to January 2020.  

 
14 Opportunity Insights GitHub page 

https://www.womply.com/
https://github.com/OpportunityInsights/EconomicTracker
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Now compare the County to the neighboring Monterey and Santa Barbara 

counties. All counties experienced a steep decline in the early days of April 2020. It also 

seems that Monterey county never recovered. San Luis Obispo county fared better 

relative to the neighbors — dark blue line remains above the green and red lines, 

mostly. The relative position of the lines implies that San Luis Obispo county was, in 

fact, least affected. 

 
Figure 4: This plot shows the change in small business revenue relative to January 2020. 

Figure 5 shows the time series of the number of open small businesses across the 

three counties. According to this data, more San Luis Obispo County businesses 

remained open in April 2020 relative to the other counties. But, over time, more 

businesses closed in the County, but the County still fared better than Monterey.  

The relative comparison against neighboring counties is pivotal. The revenue in 

the County may have declined due to the suspension; the revenue may also have 

declined because Cal Poly went virtual. Although it went virtual, some students did 
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stay off-campus. Santa Barbara experienced a similar event. University of Santa Barbara 

and other community colleges also went virtual and it may be that some students 

decided to remain off-campus.15 

To summarize, Google Trends data in Figure 2 suggests that vehicular use is not 

as popular as other keywords. Figure 3 suggests that there was no marked difference in 

the time spent at parks across the three counties. Figure 4 suggests that San Luis Obispo 

small businesses, actually fared better than their peers in neighboring counties. 16 Figure 

5 suggests that more businesses remained open in the County during April 2020 relative 

to the neighbors. Taken together, the circumstantial evidence indicates that even if there 

was a negative impact from the suspension, the impact was not material. I do not find 

any evidence of an economic impact on the order of $243 million as claimed by SMG. 

Next, I analyze the smoking gun evidence: Number of unemployed and TOT revenues. 

Smoking Gun Evidence involving Labor Force 

An economic impact analysis is incomplete without a study of jobs. Due to 

COVID, the US economy lost 22.2 million jobs in March and April 2020 while 

recovering only 12.4 million jobs. 17 James Carville, who was a strategist for Bill 

Clinton’s successful 1992 presidential bid, once said: “It’s the economy, stupid”. That 

statement especially rings true today. In this section, I analyze the time series of the 

number of unemployed in the County.  

 
15 It may be that the share of students who remained in off-campus in the County is different than the 
share of students who remained off-campus in Santa Barbara. The difference in share could result in 
variable impact. I cannot reject such causation. 
16 The small business revenue is also a proxy of sales tax and I expect that the County sales tax revenues 
fared better than their neighbors (relative to January 2020).  
17 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-economy/u-s-labor-market-losing-steam-as-covid-19-pandemic-
rages-idUSKBN28E0IB 
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Figure 6 shows the time series of the unemployed in the San Luis Obispo 

Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) and compares it to the neighbors. The data is at a 

monthly frequency and I get the data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). I use the 

number of unemployed labor force at a MSA level rather than at a county level since it 

is a better measure of the economic impact. 18 For example, if I was to account only for 

San Luis Obispo County, then I would miss Paso Robles and in turn I would not 

account for people who live in the County and commute to Paso Robles.  

 

 

 
18 I have also compared the data at a county level; the results do not change qualitatively. 
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Figure 5: This figure shows the number of open small businesses relative to January 20202 

 

Two observations are in order. First, the number of unemployed is seasonal. Consider 

the red line representing the number of unemployed in the Salinas MSA. Clearly, there 

is a yearly pattern. All other MSAs also have a seasonal pattern albeit the pattern is less 

pronounced. Second, Ventura MSA lost more jobs than other MSAs. San Luis Obispo 

MSA lost the least number of jobs. The second observation, however, is more nuanced. 

Ventura MSA also has the highest labor force; San Luis Obispo MSA has the smallest 

Labor force. Then, it is not clear if San Luis Obispo lost the least number of jobs relative 

to the labor force. Therefore, one needs to interpret Figure 6 with copious caution.   

 

 
Figure 6: This figure shows the number of unemployed in the San Luis Obispo MSA and its neighbors. The monthly 

data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Figure 7 shows the boxplot of the relative monthly changes in the number of 

unemployed. I analyze relative monthly changes to normalize. To understand the plot, 

consider SLO (green box). The seven square markers represent the monthly percentage 

change in the number of unemployed while OHV activity was suspended between 

March and November 2020. The solid line inside the rectangular box represents the 

median percentage change: half of the markers are above that line and half are lower. 

The markers outside the rectangular box are outliers. To the left is the boxplot of the 

monthly change in the number of unemployed for the past ten years. Note that this 

period covers the tail end of the past recession. The solid lines in the boxes are different 

— median monthly change in the number of unemployed is lower when OHV is 

suspended relative to when it is open. Across all MSAs, the monthly changes are wider 

when OHV activity is suspended relative to when OHV activity is open. This is 

consistent with Figure 6. Immediately after March 2020, the number of unemployed 

experienced a sharp increase. But in summer, it also experiences a sharp decrease. That 

is, across all MSAs, the changes in monthly unemployed are more variable.  
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Figure 7: This figure shows a box plot of the monthly changes in the number of unemployed. The OHV activity was 

suspended in the State Park from April 2020 to November 2020.  

 

As seen from Figure 6, COVID caused a havoc in the US economy; it negatively affected all 

MSAs. Figure 7 also shows that San Luis Obispo MSA is not adversely affected relative to 

other counties.  

Smoking Gun Evidence involving TOT Revenue 

One of the County’s revenue drivers is the Transit Occupancy Tax (TOT) 

program. Another name for the TOT is the “bed tax” or the “hotel tax”. Anytime a guest 

stays at a lodging business, a portion (between 9.50% and 12.5%) of their bill goes 

toward the TOT program. The portion depends on three components: tax, Tourism 

Marketing District assessment, and Tourism Business Improvement District assessment. 

All lodging businesses collect the TOT after registering with the county. The 

registration requirements are stringent. Regardless of whether an owner rents through a 

property manager or rents via internet listings, they have to register the business.  
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Then, by definition, the TOT program is a good proxy of the economic impact 

created by the Central Coast tourism. In this section, I analyze the impact of the 

suspension on the TOT revenue. 

Univariate Analysis 

 Figure 8 shows the monthly TOT revenue since 2017. I get the data from the 

County’s tourism website. I only analyze Avila Beach, Nipomo and Oceano due to data 

availability. The monthly data is available from January 2017 and ends in August 2020. 

Two observations are in order. First, the TOT revenues follow a seasonal pattern. As 

expected, the revenues are higher in summer and lower at other times.  

Second, the TOT revenue of Avila Beach is approximately 70 times more than 

Nipomo’s TOT Revenue and is approximately eight times more than Oceano’s TOT 

revenue. This nuance is important. Even if the suspension negatively affected the 

County’s economy, it is reasonable to assume that the impact is heterogenous. Due to 

proximity, Oceano and Nipomo are hurt more than Avila Beach. Then, the overall 

impact on the County is unclear since Avila Beach brings considerably more revenue to 

the County relative to Oceano and Nipomo.19 

The blue column chart in Figure 9 shows Avila Beach’s TOT revenue in 2019 for 

the months from March to August. The seasonal pattern is evident. The TOT revenues 

are higher in summer relative to spring months. The bottom chart in red shows yearly 

change in the TOT revenue. In April 2020, Avila Beach’s TOT revenue was 70% lower 

than TOT revenue in 2019.  

 

 
19 I use the economic definition of the County rather that the political definition. 
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Figure 8: This figure shows the TOT revenue across Avila Beach, Nipomo and Oceano. The data is the publicly 

available at the tourism website.  

But the plot also shows that the TOT revenues, actually, increased in summer 2020. 

Much to my surprise, in August 2020, Avila Beach’s TOT revenue was 19% higher than 

2019. Overall, Avila Beach’s average revenue was only 6% lower in 2020 relative to 

2019.  

 Figure 10 shows the 2019 TOT revenues for Nipomo and compares them against 

2020. Unfortunately, Nipomo is drastically affected as it does not experience the 

summer rebound. But note the magnitude of the negative impact. At its highest, 

Nipomo only brought in $8,000 in TOT revenue.  
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Figure 9: The blue chart shows Avila Beach’s TOT 

revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on 
the bottom shows the relative change in 2020 when 

vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended.  

 
Figure 10: The blue chart shows Nipomo’s TOT 

revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on 
the bottom shows the relative change in 2020 when 

vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended. 

 

Figure 11 shows the TOT revenues for Oceano and compares them against 2020. 

The story is similar to Avila Beach — not Nipomo. Relative to 2019, Oceano’s TOT 

revenues decrease by more than 70% in April but unexpectedly they rebound by 69% in 

August. Overall, average monthly TOT revenue in 2020 was $23 K relative to $21 K in 

2019 — Oceano’s revenue, actually, increased.  

 It is worthwhile to compare the actual increase in Oceano’s TOT revenue against 

SMG’s predictions. According to the SMG study, 62% of the survey participants 

indicated that they would not visit the County if OHV activity were not allowed. While 

this may be the case for OHV visitors, it is certainly not the case for the pedestrian and 

equestrian visitors. Not only are the visitors coming to Oceano but also, they are staying 

at the Oceano hotels generating more revenue for the County. 
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Multivariate Analysis — A DiD approach 

 In this section, I formally apply the DiD approach. As a result, this section is 

more technical than before.  

  

 
Figure 11: The blue chart shows Oceano’s TOT revenue from March to August 2019. The red chart on the bottom 

shows the relative change in 2020 when vehicle use at the SVRA was suspended. 

 

In the previous subsection, I analyzed the time series. I did so to explore the data 

through time. But this analysis is incomplete. For example, it could be that tourists 

changed their behavior: instead of staying in the more expensive Avila Beach, they are 

staying in Oceano. The univariate analysis in the previous section is incomplete. In this 

subsection, I use a DiD approach to answer the question: What is the impact on the 

Oceano Beach’s TOT revenue due to suspension of vehicular activity? 
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With a DiD approach, I distinguish the impact of the suspension on Oceano 

relative to Avila Beach and Nipomo. Mathematically, I estimate that the TOT revenue 

for any Area is: 

TOTRevenueim  =  α + β × Monthm + γ × Areai + θ × SuspensionPeriod + δ × ( Oceano × SuspensionPeriod ) + ε 

The equation states that the TOT revenue in month m at Area i depends on 

1. Some common level represented by a constant α 

2. monthly seasonal variation represented by independent variable Monthm 

3. Geographic variation represented by independent variable Areai 

4. Suspension represented by a dummy variable for the period between April 2020 

and November 2020 

5. Suspension impact on Oceano represented by the interaction term Oceano × 

SuspensionPeriod. This is the main variable of interest. If the suspension impact on 

Oceano is statistically significant, then the coefficient δ is statistically different 

from zero. If the impact is negative, then δ is negative otherwise it is positive. For 

example, according to the SMG result, δ is negative. 

With the equation, I can control for several alternative theories. For example, the 

monthly fixed effect Monthm controls the monthly variation in the TOT revenues.  The 

Area fixed effect Areai controls for the geographic variation. Areai variable implies that 

Avila Beach is different than Oceano which is different than Nipomo. Since the 

suspension period coincides with COVID shutdown, the COVID related negative effect 

is controlled by the Suspension period fixed effect. The interaction term at the end 

represents the economic impact from the suspension of OHV activity. 
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Table 1: This table shows the regression determinants of the TOT Revenues of Avila Beach, Oceano and Nipomo. The 
analysis consists of four models. The first model considers the Area; the second model considers the monthly 
variation; the third model considers the suspension period, and fourth model considers all of them together. 

  Dependent variable:  

 TOT Revenue  

 (Area) (Month) (Suspension 
Period) 

(All) 

Nipomo −130,566.500∗∗∗   −130,566.500∗∗∗ 

 (6,381.767)   (4,857.707) 

Oceano −111,371.500∗∗∗   −112,217.500∗∗∗ 

 (6,381.767)   (5,137.289) 

February  3,534.472  3,534.472 

  (26,313.010)  (9,301.801) 

March  5,653.928  7,579.720 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 

April  10,249.300  12,175.090 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 

May  13,415.390  15,341.190 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 

June  65,690.670∗∗  67,616.460∗∗∗ 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 

July  49,924.110∗  51,849.910∗∗∗ 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 
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August  39,726.020  41,651.810∗∗∗ 

  (26,313.010)  (9,430.108) 

September  20,453.360  20,453.360∗∗ 

  (28,421.300)  (10,047.090) 

October  16,206.500  16,206.500 

  (28,421.300)  (10,047.090) 

November  12,877.140  12,877.140 

  (28,421.300)  (10,047.090) 

December  7,854.084  7,854.084 

  (28,421.300)  (10,047.090) 

Suspension 
Period 

  4,605.680 −9,771.008 

   (16,536.190) (7,426.467) 

Oceano 
Interaction 

   6,203.528 
(12,258.780) 

Constant 132,421.800∗∗∗ 30,754.270 51,147.790∗∗∗ 111,682.300∗∗∗ 

 (4,512.590) (18,606.110) (6,106.392) (7,172.030) 

Observations 132 132 132 132 

R2 0.791 0.098 0.001 0.891 

Adjusted R2 0.788 0.016 -0.007 0.877 

 

 

Table 1 shows the results of the regression. Consider the first column labeled 

Area. This column shows how TOT revenue differs by geography. The results are 
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relative to Avila Beach. The regression shows that Nipomo’s average revenues are $130 

K below the revenues of Avila Beach. Similarly, Oceano’s revenues are $111 K below 

Avila Beach. The three stars indicate that the differences are statistically significant.  

Now consider the second column labeled month. This column shows how TOT 

revenues vary by month — the model accounts for seasonal variation. The results are 

relative to January. Again, the results are as expected. Other than June and July — 

summer months — average revenue in other months is not significantly different than 

January. Adding Area to the model in column 4 makes the results even starker — TOT 

revenue is higher in the summer months (in a statistical sense); TOT revenue in other 

months is similar to January.  

Now consider the third column labeled Suspension period. This column shows 

the average TOT revenue from April 2020 to November 2020 relative to other time 

periods. Note that this is also the period of the COVID shutdown. The estimated θ of 

$4,605 is not statistically significant; the standard error is $16,536. The implication is 

stark — the suspension period, taken by itself, did not impact the TOT revenue. That 

said, this third model is inadequate. The R2 — a measure of the model fit — is below 

1%.  

Each of the three models by themselves are inadequate. The fourth column 

incorporates all the models. After adding other factors, revenues for Oceano and 

Nipomo remain below Avila Beach as expected. The revenues for summer months are 

also statistically higher than other months. After adding factors, coefficient for the 

suspension period is negative as expected. Last, to isolate the impact of the suspension, 

the coefficient for the Oceano interaction term, δ, is of interest. Contrary to the SMG 

study, δ is actually positive, although it is not statistically different from zero. Taken 

together, the regression clearly shows that the suspension did not have a material 

impact on the county’s economy. 
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Conclusion 

In this report, I analyze the economic impact from the suspension of the OHV activity at 

the ODSVRA. Unlike previous studies using surveys, I measure actual outcome 

variables like time spent at parks, small business revenues, and TOT revenues. Using a 

well understood and popular DiD approach, I find that vehicle suspension had no 

material impact on the County’s economy. 

 



 

Economic Impact of Recreational Driving  
on Oceano’s Beachfront  

by 
Nick Alter 

Retired Business CEO 
 

January 29, 2021 
 

Background 
For nearly 40 years the California Department of Parks has been operating the Oceano Dunes 
State Vehicular Recreation Area (the Park), as permitted by the Coastal Commission in 1982. 
Under the Coastal Development Permit (CDP), street-legal vehicles have been allowed to drive 
up and down a two-mile stretch of beach extending from Grand Avenue in Grover Beach, across 
Ocean’s beachfront and the Arroyo Grande Creek, to a staging area a mile south of Pier Avenue 
in Oceano, where ATVs can then be driven in designated areas in the Dunes.  
 
Coastal Commission permitting of this off-highway-vehicle (OHV) activity has been controversial 
almost from the start, much of it over CDP compliance matters. The controversy has intensified 
in recent times over a variety of issues, including the questionable legality of this activity under 
State law and the County’s Local Coastal Plan (LCP).  
 
Next in priority to concerns for public health and safety, the chief concern for beach 
communities like Oceano, Grover Beach and Pismo Beach is the impact OHV activity has on 
business volume and the local economy. Community beachfronts are their most valuable 
economic asset for generating revenue growth and creating jobs. This is especially the case for 
an economically distressed community like Oceano where OHV activity extends across the full 
length of its beachfront, effectively obstructing pedestrian use, visitor-serving business activity 
and prospects for economic growth.  
 
Unlike Oceano, Grover Beach’s beachfront is mostly vehicle-free, allowing beachgoers to safely 
stroll and spread blankets on almost all of its spacious beachfront, unimpeded by OHV activity. 
Its local economy is generally thriving with visitor-serving businesses near and on its 
beachfront. 
 
Pismo Beach’s beachfront is entirely vehicle-free, although it wasn’t always this way. Its 
economy once languished while the City allowed cars on its beach a few decades ago. That 
changed when the City banned vehicles on the beach in the 1980s, leading to the booming local 
economy that Pismo has enjoyed ever since.  
 
Avila Beach, Morro Bay and Cayucos add to this picture of beach communities with thriving 
visitor-serving business activity on and near vehicle-free beachfronts.  
 



These cases show how OHV activity on beachfronts can retard business activity and economic 
growth. They also suggest how the absence of OHV activity can promote business activity and 
economic growth.  

Exploring What’s Possible 
As a low-income community with a predominantly Hispanic population and a relatively high 
jobless rate, Oceano was designated a disadvantaged community and Opportunity Zone by 
Governor Brown in April 2018. This designation sparked community interest in exploring with 
graduate students in Cal Poly’s City and Regional Planning Department (CRP) what might be 
possible as an economic growth path. 
 
In two successive “planning studios” in the 2018-19 academic year the Cal Poly students helped 
residents map out alternative futures for Oceano. Planning studios are academic exercises in 
which an entire class is assigned a project or series of related projects for an academic term.  
 
In the first of these planning studios, CRP students met with residents in Oceano for a series of 
four workshops during the fall and winter terms, leading them progressively through a process 
that culminated in the preparation of a community plan update in March 2019. Slide 
presentations of the four workshops, including resultant plan, are available to view as PDFs for 
anyone interested, at https://planforoceano.wixsite.com/oceano/8th-project or email: 
OEDC@earthlink.net. 
 
The second planning studio picked up where the first one left off, with a new class of CRP 
graduate students assigned to work on a series of projects. Chief among the projects were two 
specific plans that laid out conceptual models for redeveloping Pier Avenue as a visitor-serving 
business district, and for creating a town center in an adjoining area with a mix of commercial, 
residential, educational, and cultural/historical land uses.  
 

Banning Recreational Driving on Oceano’s Beachfront 
Both specific plans depend on Oceano having a vehicle-free beachfront. The Coastal 
Commission could fix this by discontinuing vehicular activity altogether on the beach and dunes 
or by closing the vehicular entrances at Pier and Grand Avenues and opening a vehicular 
entrance south of Oceano closer to the Dunes. 
 
Picking a suitable site for a southern entrance presents its own set if issues, with the matter 
boiling down to choosing a site that does the least harm environmentally and economically. 
 
In a just-released statement, Coastal Commission staff has indicated it intends to recommend 
“nonvehicular public recreational access south of Pier Avenue” along with the closure of the 
Pier Avenue entrance, presumably leaving the Grand Avenue vehicular entrance open. 
 
This would transfer the full brunt of vehicular access to Grand Avenue. Vehicles heading to the 
dunes would then be required to travel more than an extra mile to get to the dunes, turning the 
stretch between Grand and Pier into a beach superhighway. Oceano’s beachfront would also be 
overrun with traffic across the extent of its beachfront, not just from Pier Avenue south in many 
cases. This idea would fail to ameliorate the beachfront situation for Oceano and would seem 
to make matters worse in some ways for all concerned. 

https://planforoceano.wixsite.com/oceano/8th-project


Even if the idea behind this recommendation is to facilitate a transition to a vehicle-free beach 
in five years, which is what the Commission has said it has in mind, there is little community 
trust in this happening in the face of the Commission’s admitted history of “kicking the can 
down the road.”  
 
Deepening the issue of trust is a history of the Coastal Commission’s and Natural Resource 
Agency’s failure to seriously address the “elephant in the room” issue of operating the Park in 
violation of the State’s Coastal Act;  failure to enforce CDP compliances with State Parks over 
the years; and failure to apply their own environmental justice policy to an EJ poster child like 
Oceano by preempting Oceano’s use of a beachfront that is the community’s only spacious 
outside recreation area and also its bedrock economic asset for promoting economic growth 
and creating jobs. Hardly what Governor Brown is likely to have had in mind when he 
designated Oceano a disadvantaged community and an Opportunity Zone. 
 
The bottom line is, Oceano has an uphill struggle to clear the way for economic growth. And the 
only feasible opportunity it has for economic growth is with a vehicle-free beachfront.  
 

The Choice 
Ultimately, Oceano’s future comes down to what people in Oceano and the County want and 
are willing to pursue, based on an informed choice that puts aside predispositions and vested  
interests to explore what’s best for Oceano and the County. An Oceano Economic Development 
Council (OEDC) is in the process of being formed with this in mind, as an outgrowth of work 
done over the past two-and-a-half years with Cal Poly’s City and Regional Planning Department 
and Business School. 
 
The Oceano residents who participated in the four community workshops led by Cal Poly CRP 
students in 2018-19 said they wanted “maximum growth.” Whether or not others in the 
community want this too is yet to be determined.  
 
The value of the CRP workshops was chiefly in what participants said they wanted and didn’t 
want in their visions for a future Oceano. This, then, shaped the conceptual modeling for the 
specific plan for a town center near the beach, for the express purpose of (a) analyzing the 
potential impact such a development could have on the local economy, housing and job 
creation, and (b) informing a community-wide land-use preference study.  
 
The Town Center specific plan was recently refined for the preparation of a 65-acre land-use 
map with 30 acres of open space and trails, 12 types of residential housing, more than 350,000 
square feet of commercial space, 200,000 square feet of hospitality and community facilities, 
350,000 square feet of education and historic facilities, and 150,000 square feet of parking 
space.  
 
This conceptualization of the Oceano Town Center is now being analyzed by Cal Poly Professor 
Pratish Patel and finance students of his to prepare a pro forma financial analysis that estimates 
projected business revenue, sales tax revenue, TOT revenue, property tax revenue, County 
leasing revenue, costs and capital requirements, operating expenses, asset valuation, financial 
returns where applicable, and jobs. 



 
Oceano Town Center Concept  

 
When this is done, it will then be possible to design and implement a community-wide land-use 
preference study with Oceano residents, basically asking them about the kind and mix of 
redevelopment they’d like to see in Oceano, showing them what might be possible in terms of 
job creation, housing and improved living conditions.  
 
The sole purpose of the Town Center design modeling and economic modeling being done is to 
show possibilities for redevelopment, not to promote any particular model or even the idea for 
this kind of redevelopment. 
 
The basic question being addressed is whether and to what extent the asset value of Oceano’s 
beachfront and the resultant socioeconomic returns on this asset (to Oceano residents, 
businesses, and the County) are greater with or without recreational vehicle activity on 
Oceano’s beachfront.  
 
We already know that communities with vehicle-free beachfronts in the County are thriving, 
while Oceano is not and will not if cars and trucks continue to drive on its beachfront, as was 
once the case in Pismo Beach.  
 
We also now know that the State Parks’ claim of a $243 million impact, as reported in its 
issuance of a 2016/17 survey-based SMG economic impact analysis, is bogus, as reported 
initially in Pratish Patel’s 2018 critique of the analysis, and then in his just-published report, 
Economic Impact from Suspension of the Vehicular Use at the Oceano Dunes SVRA. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17IFfp4qW7MXbfrodXuhU9F7btSdTSdcFz-gsH-h6tnA/edit?usp=sharing


 
So, what we now have is three evidentiary sources that tell us that, not only does driving on a 
beach community’s beachfront have no significant economic value, it can also obstruct or 
inhibit economic growth. 
 
What remains to find out, at this juncture, is (a) how much of an economic opportunity there 
might be for Oceano and the County by redeveloping Oceano as a beach community versus the 
non-beach-community it has become since 1982 when its beachfront was repurposed for 
recreational driving and (b) what area-residents prefer versus what governing authorities, 
special interests and outsiders prefer. 
 
The economic choice seems clear enough to warrant serious consideration for further 
investigation by and for the County. 
 

#          #          # 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OHV Economic Impact on Community Beachfronts - Backgound Info Sheet - 1-30-21 (003) 
 



��������� ���	
�
�����������������������	
�
���	���

�����������	��������� �!��"�"��	�����������������������	���#�����$�%��&�''(�'�)�*+*",-.�/-0+���*�&	*1�2*3(%/4���"*��45	�+6 ���

789:;<=>
?@=
AB8C=>DEFGH
IJKHL
MKJNJKHLOPQREKSJTNUEVWUX
YZPZY[YP
\]P̂
_W8̀a
bNGKXUcdXGefGgSGhQIUKeiKJ
MbNGKXUcdXGefGgSGhQNUKeiKJTNKTRUgVjGJJUkl
KE
K
JUNKJ
eNSGXiSei
hUHLSXR
hSim
imG
hGeiGHX
eXUhn
oJUgGH
KXp
hKXiGp
iU
EKLG
K
NUEEGXi
KFUdiNUXeSpGHSXR
oHUiGNiSUXe
Uq
imG
hGeiGHX
eXUhn
oJUgGH
hmGX
pGNSpSXR
imG
pSHGNiSUX
Uq
imG
oKHLT
_JGKeGiKLG
SXiU
NUXeSpGHKiSUX
oJUgGH
XGeiSXR
hmGX
EKLSXR
HGNUEEGXpKiSUXe
iU
imG
oKHLT
cdHSXR
imG
XGeiSXReGKeUX
oUHiSUXe
Uq
imG
oKHL
hUdJp
XGGp
iU
FG
NJUeGp
qUH
oJUgGH
XGei
KXp
NmSNL
oHUiGNiSUXk
EUei
JSLGJnJSESiSXR
KJJ
mSLG
SX
NKEoSXR
EGXiSUXGp
KXp
oGpGeiHSKX
KNNGee
iU
JKHRG
oUHiSUXe
Uq
imG
emUHGT_GpGeiHSKXe
hKJLSXR
UH
UX
mUHeGFKNL
NKX
FG
K
FSR
pSeidHFKXNG
iU
XGeiSXR
oJUgGHek
dXJSLG
oGUoJG
SXgGmSNJGeT
_GpGeiHSKXe
KHG
oGHNGSgGp
Ke
K
oHGpKiUH
hmSJG
gGmSNJGe
KHG
XUik
eU
oGpGeiHSKXe
NKX
LGGo
K
FSHpUqq
K
XGei
UH
KhKn
qHUE
NmSNLe
KXp
SX
hSXpn
UH
GriHGEG
hGKimGH
imSe
NKX
NKdeG
KFKXpUXEGXi
Uq
XGeieKXp
pGKim
Uq
NmSNLeT
sUEGiSEGe
imG
EKXKRGEGXi
Uq
imSe
eoGNSGe
SeXti
edoGH
SXidSiSgGk
l
udei
mUoG
nUdHGKNm
Udi
iU
oJUgGH
KXp
iGHX
GroGHie
vXUi
RGXGHKJ
UHXSimUJURSeiew
hmGX
EKLSXR
nUdH
oJKXT
xmKXLe
qUH
JSeiGXSXRDEFGH
IJKHL



��������� ���	
�
�����������������������	
�
���	���

�����������	��������� �!��"�"��	�����������������������	���#�����$�%��&�''(�'�)�*+*",-.�/-0+���*�&	*1�2*3(%/4���"*��45	�+6 ���

789::
;<=>??<@A98B>@C
D
E=<9@>
FG@<CHIJKLHMNOPQRSPT
UHIJKLHMNOPQRSPTVWNS
XYZYX[XZ
X\[Z
]W>̂_
̀JPISNabSPcdPefPgLhNIcTIi
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TO:	 California	State	Parks	

RE:		 Pismo	State	Beach	and	Oceano	Dunes	SVRA	Public	Work	Plan	and	Draft	EIR	

DATE:		 February	1,	2021	

A	stated	guiding	principles	of	the	Public	Works	Plan	is	

• Sustainability.	Adaptively	manage	lands,	resources,	and	recreational	opportunities	so	they	may	be	
enjoyed	by	many	generations	of	Californians	to	come.	
! Protect	the	Natural	Environment.	Preserve	and	restore	natural	habitats,	maintain	healthy	

ecosystem	processes,	and	assist	the	recovery	of	degraded	ecosystems	in	line	with	state	and	
federal	regulations.	Reduce	any	social	and	environmental	impacts	on	the	natural	environment	
and	prevent	future	impacts	through	site	sensitive	planning.	

The	proposed	“improvements”	for	the	Oso	Flaco	Lake	area	and	the	Phillips	66	property	are	in	complete	
disregard	of	these	guiding	principles.	In	addition,	State	Parks	has	ignored	hundreds	of	comments,	many	
from	qualified	experts,	on	the	draft	PWP	regarding	the	irreparable	environmental	damage	that	will	be	
caused	by	“improving”	the	Oso	Flaco	Lake	area.		

The	Guadalupe-Nipomo	Dunes	are	an	ecological	treasure	that	provides	important	habitats	for	hundreds	of	
coastal	species.	In	1974,	the	U.S.	Secretary	of	the	Interior	designated	the	Guadalupe-Nipomo	Dunes		
Complex	(GNDC)	as	a	National	Natural	Landmark	for	containing	the	largest,	relatively	undisturbed	coastal	
dune	tract	in	California	and	exhibiting	one	of	the	highest	rates	of	endemism	of	any	dune	system	in	North	
America.	A	1980s	inventory	of	sensitive	resources	within	California	produced	by	the	U.S.	Fish	and	Wildlife	
Service	described	the	GNDC	as	“the	most	unique	and	fragile	ecosystem	in	the	state”	and	ranked	it	1st	on	a	
list	of	49	habitat	areas	in	need	of	protection	statewide.		

The	coastal	foredune	habitat	in	this	area	is	important	nesting	habitat	for	the	federally	threatened	Western	
snowy	plover	and	California	least	tern.	Healthy	riparian	habitat	surrounds	Oso	Flaco	Lake	and	Little	Oso	
Flaco	Lake,	where	a	variety	of	bird	species	flourish.	It	is	a	birding	hotspot,	with	many	wintering.	

This	area	is	also	home	to	a	rich	diversity	of	other	faunal	species.	The	California	red-legged	frog	Little	Oso	
Flaco	Lake	for	breeding,	and	the	tidewater	goby	has	been	found	where	Oso	Flaco	Creek	empties	into	the	
ocean.	Three	rare	invertebrates	are	found	here,	all	of	which	were	named	after	their	findings	at	Oso	Flaco	
Lake:	Oso	Flaco	robber,	Oso	Flaco	flightless	moth,	and	Oso	Flaco	patch	butterfly.	The	marshes	surrounding	
Oso	Flaco	Lake	are	home	to	federally	endangered	Gambel’s	watercress	and	marsh	sandwort.	

The	plan’s	proposed	development	and	enhanced	public	use	would	create	significant	impacts	to	the	natural	
and	biological	resources	of	this	area.		

• Campgrounds	are	notorious	introduction	sites	for	invasive	species.	Campgrounds	also	attract	
increased	numbers	of	native	predators,	including	raccoons	and	crows,	that	increase	mortality	of	
endangered	species	such	as	the	ground	nesting	western	snowy	plover	and	the	California	least	tern.		

• Vehicles	and	animals	will	also	bring	seeds	of	invasive	plants	into	an	area	where	restoration	work	
has	largely	restored	the	native	flora.	

• Increased	activity	from	campgrounds	and	traffic	from	new	off-road	riding	entrance	points	may	
affect	the	ability	of	species	to	migrate	through	the	GNDC.	Oso	Flaco	Lake	acts	as	a	pinch	point	in	
the	GNDC,	funneling	species	into	a	narrow	migration	corridor.	If	this	migration	corridor	is	disrupted	
it	could	have	disastrous	consequences	for	species	ability	to	move	and	adapt	to	a	changing	climate.	



• Development	would	bring	many	hundreds	of	people	and	their	pets	into	this	area.	It’s	inevitable	that	
people	and	off-leash	dogs	will	roam	throughout	the	nearby	dunes	and	wetland	areas,	fencing	and	
“keep	out”	signs	notwithstanding.	It’s	important	to	recognize	that	the	proposal’s	environmental	
impact	would	extend	far	beyond	the	boundaries	of	the	campground	and	the	access	trails.		

• Campgrounds	and	OHV	staging	areas	are	noisy	environments.	The	campground	and	car	headlights	
would	introduce	significant	light	into	what	is	presently	a	very	dark	nocturnal	environment.	Noise	
and	light	are	not	compatible	with	many	species.		

• The	proposal	is	not	compatible	with	traditional	users	of	Osos	Flaco	Lake	and	the	surrounding	dunes:	
people	who	come	to	fish,	bird,	observe	wildflowers	and	native	plants,	or	simply	enjoy	the	solitude	
of	the	dunes.		

The	Draft	EIR	is	significantly	deficient	in	not	addressing	many	of	these	issues,	especially	cumulative	impacts.	
Identified	environmental	impacts	such	as	7-1	(Direct	and	Indirect	Impacts	on	SNPL	and	CLTE	Primary	and	
Secondary	Habitat),	7-5	(Direct	and	Indirect	Impacts	on	Nesting	and	Wintering/Migrating	Birds,	7-7	(Direct	
and	Indirect	Impacts	on	Special-Status	Plants),	and	7-10	(Impacts	on	Wildlife	Movement)	are	narrowly	
focused	on	construction	activities,	maintenance,	and	the	footprint	of	built	amenities	such	as	boardwalks.	
The	analysis	largely	ignores	the	environmental	impact	of	hundreds	of	people	and	pets	wandering	over	the	
dunes	around	the	lake,	which	is	a	significant	deficiency,	or	assumes	with	no	evidence	that	a	few	“keep	out”	
signs	will	provide	adequate	mitigation.		

Impact	7-10	on	wildlife	movement	considers	only	the	construction	of	a	boardwalk	at	Oso	Flaco	Lake	and	
completely	ignores	the	impact	on	wildlife	movement	of	a	large	campground	at	the	edge	of	the	lake.	This	is	
a	serious	deficiency.	

The	impact	on	wildlife	of	lights	and	noise	from	the	campground	are	not	considered,	even	those	these	are	
known	to	be	severe.	This	is	a	serious	deficiency.	

Impacts	from	the	introduction	of	invasive	plant	and	animal	species	are	not	analyzed.	This	is	a	serious	
deficiency.	

Section	7.4	on	Cumulative	Effects	dismisses	cumulative	effects	in	a	mere	one	paragraph,	calling	them	“less	
than	significant”	and	even	suggesting	that	the	PWP	will	have	beneficial	impact.	This	would	laughable	if	the	
consequences	weren’t	so	dire.	Failure	to	provide	a	meaningful	analysis	of	cumulative	effects	is	an	
extremely	serious	deficiency	of	the	Draft	EIR.	

The	Draft	EIR	contains	many	deficiencies	in	the	Biological	Resources	section	and	should	not	be	approved.	
The	PWP	would	place	the	fragile	dune	ecosystems	and	many	years	of	restoration	efforts	at	serious	risk.	This	
project	at	and	near	Oso	Flaco	Lake	would	constitute	a	breach	of	the	plan’s	guiding	principles	and	does	not	
protect	the	public-trust	resources	that	the	State	of	California	is	obligated	to	protect.	All	of	the	proposed	
development	at	and	near	Oso	Flaco	Lake	should	be	removed	from	this	plan.		

Sincerely,	

Randall	D.	Knight,	Ph.D.	
10050	Corona	Road	
Atascadero	CA	93422	
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gKOURlQWRLl[_ÔQMÔ_V̂PQ
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r]LMMRU[KLOMO\L_VMvLmRUQLWŷOU\
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̂Y\V_ ỲaW[ab
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ĉY\VdTUVWXYZ[\_eYaW[abdeadfYghijk
lmnomnpnl
qrsn
tuv<9
wa\V]
wjgUV_ ỲaW[ab
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TO: State Parks 
With cc: CCC, Crowfoot Dept of Resources, Quiintero State Parks, SLO BOS, 
Grover Beach CC, Arroyo grande CC, Pismo Beach CC 
FROM: Oceano Advisory Council 
 
 
Dear State Parks, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Pismo/Oceano Public Works 
Plan. Our Oceano Advisory Council reports to the San Luis Obispo County 
Board of Supervisors. Our Council wishes to express our unanimous opposition 
to the continued use of Pier Ave as an access point for the SVRA. The PWP is 
proposing that Pier and Grand Ave be permanently designated as primary entry 
points to the beach and the SVRA. 
This PWP includes the following recommendations to address issues identified 
during the planning effort: • Permanently designate Grand and Pier avenues as 
primary access points to Oceano Dunes SVRA. The Plan 3-5 
 
In the early 1980’s this entrance was defined as temporary and, more than 40 
years later, it is still in use with massive increases in traffic volume which impact 
our community in many negative ways. In addition, major and costly upgrades to 
the entrance points are also proposed. 
3.3.10 A4. Pier and Grand Avenue Entrances and Lifeguard Towers Project This 
project will replace the entrance kiosks at Pier and Grand avenues that are 
outdated, in poor condition, and not ADA compliant. A new design will improve 
operational efficiencies and allow staff to assist park visitors better. 
Our primary concerns revolve around the CEQA and CCC requirements in 
relation to environmental justice in the economically disadvantaged community of 
Oceano with approximately 50%+ of its residents defined was Latino. It is our 
position that State Parks is in violation of the spirit and letter of this regulation 
and it needs to be corrected now, not made permanent. 
 
As quoted in the PWP Planning Process 2.0, the purpose of the Environmental 



Justice component of CEQA is the following (2.2 Environmental Justice): 
The purpose of the policy is described as a way: “…to empower these 
communities [as defined in the Policy] that have been historically excluded 
from accessing the benefits of coastal development and resources due to 
discriminatory implementation of local, state, and federal policies and lack of 
access to the process and decision-makers.” (California Coastal Commission, 
2019, p. 4). 
 
The clear facts are that Oceano has been “…historically excluded from accessing 
the benefits of coastal development and resources due to discriminatory 
implementation of local, state, and federal policies and lack of access to the 
process and decision-makers.” This exclusion from benefits is all because of the 
fact that our beaches are filled with all forms of automobiles and trucks which 
means all forms of animals (including homo sapiens) are at physical and 
emotional risk when seeking to recreate on the beach. 
 
For decades the temporary use of our main access route to our community’s 
beach has been dominated by motor vehicles which is an inappropriate use of a 
public beach. And this temporary use has resulted in economic and recreational 
losses to our community. 
Unlike other California beach communities, Oceano has never been able to 
achieve any significant benefits from coastal development because the great 
majority of Californians (and locals) do not want to recreate on a beach made 
dangerous and uninviting by thousands of motor vehicles. Pier Avenue is a 
shabby, rundown hodgepodge of ATV rentals and off-roader accessories and 
supplies stores with tracked out beach sand blowing in the street and air. 
Pismo Beach only became a desired tourist destination after it banned vehicles 
from its beaches. We want the same opportunity to develop our local economy, 
create hundreds of new jobs, and have a beach where our families, children, 
grandparents and visitors can RELAX, rather that dodge vehicles and stress 
about their kids playing in the sand. 
Section 2.2.2 Meaningful Engagement purports to enumerate all the ways State 
Parks has engaged our community over the years. We are not experiencing this. 
Only recently did communications or outreach be presented in Spanish and 
English. Surveys done by State Parks are notoriously biased with 
unrepresentative samples, leading questions, and unsubstantiated data on 
mythical revenues from the SVRA. New comparative econometric research from 
 
Cal Poly (unpublished) comparing Oceano to other coastal non-SVRA 
communities (e.g. Avila Beach) show there are no significant positive economic 
impacts from the SVRA. In fact, during the SVRA Covid-19 closure, County 
Transient Occupancy Taxes in Oceano were the highest in five years. 
In conclusion, our community is tired of decades of being the “doormat of the 
dunes.” We are long overdue for our chance to enjoy and prosper from a beach 



without vehicles. We have suffered from State Park’s policies, procedures, and 
operations that continue to use our beach as the access to the SVRA—and 
continue to keep us off of the beach. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Allene Villa/Chair  
Oceano Advisory Council  
(805)904-8269 
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ccca3858@gmail.com http://mesaairfacts.net 
 

   
 
Jan.  22, 2021 
 
 
Dear APCO Willey and APCD Board members, 
 
 
Is it possible to bring the air pollution emissions from the Oceano Dunes SVRA even closer to 
the homes and sensitive receptors living on the Nipomo Mesa?? 
 
Yes, it is, and in fact State Parks does just that in its recently released draft Public Works Plan. 
See this link, https://www.oceanodunespwp.com/en/documents/draft-eir 
 
The development of the Phillips 66 property  is proposed as a future project in the plan.   Acres 
and acres of OHV riding area, a motocross track, an obstacle course, a kids riding area, and a 
staging area are included.  Since this area is basically vegetation-covered sand dune that will be   
destroyed, just what would you expect the end result to be??  Dust clouds?  Bad air quality for 
neighbors?   
 
The draft EIR actually states on page S-53  “ Ongoing OHV riding at the Oceano Dunes SVRA 
does not destroy or substantially modify the dunes.”   Really?  No mitigation is required.  
Haven’t the APCD and State Parks previously determined that riding areas are 5 to 8 times 
more emissive than non-riding area? Phillips 66 is presently a non-riding area.  When it 
becomes riding area, it follows that it will become more emissive. 
 
We don’t know where this project will end up given that much of this area is Environmentally 
Sensitive Habitat Area.  That said, we hope that the APCD Executive Director and Board will 
stand up for the protection of public health.  It makes no sense to spend millions on mitigation in 
the ODSVRA to stop the dust plume it creates and then open a new area of riding CLOSER to 
the homes.  See attached diagram from the plan. 
 
We are planning on providing public comment at the January 27th meeting. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Arlene Versaw and Rachelle Toti 
Co-founders of Concerned Citizens for Clean Air 
 
Cc:  Dan Carl, Deputy Director, Coastal Commission 
       Kevin Kahn, Supervisor, Coastal Commission 
        Richard Corey, Executive Officer, Calif. Air Resources Board 
      
 

 
 

 
Concerned Citizens for Clean Air 

https://www.oceanodunespwp.com/en/documents/draft-eir
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ccca3858@gmail.com http://mesaairfacts.net 
 

   
Jan 22, 2021 
 
 
Dear Director Ainsworth and Coastal Commissioners, 
 
Concerned Citizens for Clean Air supporters predominately live on the Nipomo Mesa.  In the 
recently released Pismo Beach and Oceano Dunes draft Public Works Plan and EIR there are 
two proposed projects that would greatly affect our neighborhoods.  They are the development 
of the Oso Flaco Lake area and the development of the Phillips 66 property.  We are writing to 
you today to bring this ill-conceived development to your attention. 
 
Not only would the plan destroy a beautiful natural area enjoyed by many ( Oso Flaco Lake)  it 
would also expand the ODSVRA camping, and OHV riding area by hundreds of acres.   Oso 
Flaco would receive 300 plus campsites with restrooms/shower facilities plus over 250 parking 
spots and housing for permanent State Parks staff.  It would change the tranquil area into a 24-
hour party spot and drive away all the wildlife that now resides there.  The traffic, noise, air 
pollution and light pollution would be horrendous. 
 
The Phillips 66 site is farther down the timeline but still a nightmare.  It would have two 
entrances off Highway 1; a visitor center; concession area; OHV training facilities; special event 
area; 33 acre pro track for motocross and ATV racing; historical museum; day use area; 225 RV 
campsites; 50 tent campsites; 75 equestrian campsites; six group campsites for between 10 and 
50 campers; 20 Dunite-style cabins; restrooms/showers and parking for all of the above and of 
course entry ways into the original ODSVRA back dunes.  It also includes a weapon range for 
peace officer training serving State parks districts and allied agencies statewide, see page 3-57 
of the plan.  
  
Needless to say, Concerned Citizens for Clean Air opposes these two projects and the air 
pollution they will create.   Who knew State Parks OHV Division would try to bring the air 
pollution emissions from the Oceano Dunes SVRA closer to the homes and sensitive receptors 
living on the Nipomo Mesa??  Your immediate attention is needed to stop this slow-moving train 
wreck.  Please review the draft PWP/EIR, we are planning on providing public comment at your 
next meeting on February 10 – 12. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
Arlene Versaw and Rachelle Toti 
Co-founders of Concerned Citizens for Clean Air 
 
Cc:   Wade Crowfoot, Director of Natural Resources 
        Armando Quintero, Director of State Parks 
        Dan Carl, Deputy Director 
        Kevin Kahn, Supervisor 
     
 

 
Concerned Citizens for Clean Air 
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àbU�YZVUa
�[a[k
saZ�W
ZkekV[b�
{Za�[k{
a
sj�bUe
�YZ�W
sbaV]
a
�a�U[a[
̀YVWkZga[UYV
sbaV
aV{
aV�VgUZYVzkV[ab
�z}ae[
�k}YZ[
�YZ
[\k
aZkad
Tbb
Y�
[\kWk
{YejzkV[W
W[Ubb
Vkk{
[Y
�k
ZkgUkXk{
aV{a}}ZYgk{
��
W[a[k
aV{mYZ
�k{kZab
afkVeUkW
�k�YZk
[\k�
eaV
�k
Uz}bkzkV[k{d

�YXkgkZ]
a[
U[W
kaZbUkW[
Y}}YZ[jVU[�]
̀abU�YZVUa
�[a[k
saZ�W
UV[kV{W
[Y
ZkY}kV
[\k
}aZ�
[Y
gk\Uebk
jWk�k�YZk
[\kWk
}baVW
aZk
a}}ZYgk{]
X\Ue\
XUbb
ZkUz}YWk
Uzzk{Ua[k
[\Zka[W
[Y
XUb{bU�k]
WkVWU[Ugk
\a�U[a[WaV{
eYzzjVU[�
\kab[\
aV{
Wa�k[�d


�jZ�ZU{kZ
aV{
YjZ
}aZ[VkZW
XYjb{
bU�k
[Y
Wkk
a
VkX]
UVebjWUgk
gUWUYV
Y�
ZkeZka[UYV
aV{
eYVWkZga[UYV
a[xekaVY
�jVkW
[\a[
XUbb
WkejZk
kVgUZYVzkV[ab
�jW[Uek
�YZ
WjZZYjV{UVf
eYzzjVU[UkW]
kVWjZk
�k[[kZ}ZY[ke[UYV
�YZ
XUb{bU�k
aV{
[\k
Va[jZab
kVgUZYVzkV[]
�YYW[
[\k
bYeab
keYVYz�
aV{
ZkW}ke[
[\k
aZka�Wejb[jZab
\kZU[afkd
�V[Ub
�[a[k
saZ�W
ZkekUgkW
VkekWWaZ�
a}}ZYgabW
YV
sj�bUe
�YZ�W
aV{
�a�U[a[
̀YVWkZga[UYV
sbaVW]
aW
Xkbb
aW[\k
���]
[\k
saZ�
W\Yjb{
ZkzaUV
ebYWk{
[Y
x��
ae[UgU[�
[Y
}ZkgkV[
eYV[UVjk{
gUYba[UYVW
Y�
[\k
�V{aVfkZk{�}keUkW
Te[]
[\k
̀abU�YZVUa
̀YaW[ab
Te[
aV{
[\k
�Yeab
̀YaW[ab
sZYfZazd
�V
[\k
UV[kZUz]
abb
}aZ[UkW
W\Yjb{eYV[UVjk
[Y
{kgkbY}
WYbj[UYVW
[\a[
a{gaVek
Zkab
eYVWkZga[UYV
Y�
Va[jZab
ZkWYjZekW
aV{
kVgUZYVzkV[ab�jW[Uek
�YZ
[\k
bYeab
eYzzjVU[UkWd
�
Uz}bYZk
�Yj]
aW
a
W[a[k
afkVe�
bka{kZ]
[Y
a{Y}[
ZkeYzzkV{a[UYVW
[\a[
XUbb
�kk}
xekaVY
�jVkW
ebYWk{[Y
x��
jWk
jV[Ub
[\k
sj�bUe
�YZ�W
sbaV]
�a�U[a[
̀YVWkZga[UYV
sbaV
aV{
[\k
�VgUZYVzkV[ab
�z}ae[
�k}YZ[\agk
�kkV
a}}ZYgk{
aV{
Uz}bkzkV[k{d







��������� ���	
�
�����������������������	
�
���	���

�����������	��������� �!��"�"��	�����������������������	���#�����$�%��&�''(�'�)�*+*",-.�/-0+���*�&	*1�2*3(%/4���"*��45	�+6 ���

789:;<;=>?



@AB9CB
DBEF;GH9


IJKL
MH<<;>
N8<:=;?
OPKJ

7B9
Q8;RH?
N@
SPTUK

BVB9CBTWRAB8=X:HA

YLPKZ
[I\]\LUI



MF8G
A;GGBR;
̂BG
G;9E
_>
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